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Abstract  
	  
Perceptions of School Principals on Participation in Professional Learning Communities 
as Job-Embedded Learning  
 
Jennifer Gaudioso 
 
 
 
Principal Professional Learning Communities (PPLCs) have emerged as a vehicle 
for professional development of principals, but there is little research on how principals 
experience PPLCs or how districts can support principal learning in a PPLC.  
This hermeneutical phenomenological study focused on perceptions of principals on 
participation in Professional Learning Communities as a form of job-embedded 
professional development for school principals. The target population for the study was 
elementary and middle school principals and assistant principals in a suburban district 
participating in an existing professional development initiative conducted by the 
researcher in a central office role as facilitator.  
The questions guiding this interpretive research were (1) How do principals 
describe their experience in a district-wide administrative PLC, called the Admin Council 
PLC (AC PLC)?; (2) How do principals describe their experience in a Principal 
Professional Learning Community (PPLC), led by a central office administrator?; (3) 
What have principals experienced in these PLCs that is beneficial to them? 
Multiple interviews, observation data and meeting transcripts were analyzed to 
identify themes and develop a description of the lived experience of principals in a 
professional learning community nested within a district administrative PLC facilitated 
by central office. The primary results of the study are that 1) Participants described 
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participation in PPLCs as valuable in providing connection, collegial support, 
collaboration, shared vision and dedicated time to focus on instructional leadership; 2) 
Principals experience new learning or collaborative work in PPLCs in relation to its 
direct relevance as something they can apply to lead change in their building contexts; 3) 
Principals experience a complex interior journey as part of PLC participation; and 4) 
Principals described having greater understanding of PLCS through participation in 
PLCs.  
Recommendations for districts include analyzing and developing structures to 
support common opportunities for PPLC members to enact instructional leadership. A 
district’s alignment of leadership calendars and opportunities can support the 
development of joint enterprise for principals in a PPLC. Preplanned instructional 
leadership opportunities can ensure principals have opportunities for experiential learning 
as they apply new learning in their buildings.  
This research can support understanding of how principals experience central-office 
facilitated professional learning communities as job-embedded professional development.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  
District leaders today face considerable challenges in the current climate of 
testing and accountability. NCLB held students accountable to the same proficiency 
levels, as well as demonstration of annual growth, and the new ESSA requirements 
maintain an accountability environment even though more decision-making authority is 
given to states (USDE, 2015).  Districts need systemic supports to meet the needs of 
diverse learners and effective structures to support continuous improvement (DuFour, 
1999, 2004, 2011; Elmore, 2000; Fullan, 2010a). School systems need to develop 
structures that unite central office leaders, principals and teachers to face the challenges 
(Fullan, 2010a; Hilliard & Newsome, 2013; Honig & Rainey, 2014). One research-based 
practice that supports a culture of continuous learning in schools is the implementation of 
Professional Learning Communities (DuFour, 2011; Leonard & Leonard, 2005; Nelson, 
Deuel, Slavit, & Kennedy, 2010; Stoll, Bolam, McMahon, Wallace, & Thomas, 2006). 
District superintendents, central office leaders and school principals play important roles 
in creating districts and schools that act as learning organizations (Fullan, 2010a; Honig 
& Rainey, 2014; Wahlstrom, Louis, Leithwood & Anderson, 2010). 
Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) can be understood from their label as 
a community of professionals engaged in learning. Since the early 1990s, traits of the 
learning community include collective responsibility, reflective dialogue, de-privatization 
of practice, focus on student learning, collaboration and shared values (Kruse & Louis, 
1993). Most descriptions of PLCs continue to focus on these common traits (Stoll, et al., 
2006). The PLC model of Richard DuFour is widely applied, and central traits described 
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by DuFour include a focus on student learning, collaborative culture and a focus on 
results (DuFour, 2004).  
PLCs emerged from a 1990s business model of workplace learning called 
Communities of Practice (CoPs) (Brouwer, Brekelmans, Nieuwenhuis, & Simons, 2012; 
Riveros, Newton, & Burgess, 2012; Wenger, 2000). CoPs are based on an underlying 
theoretical framework of social constructivism and situated cognition (Wenger, 2000). 
Critical traits of CoPs include “joint enterprise,” “mutual engagement,” and “shared 
repertoire” (Wenger, 2000, p. 229).  Researchers commonly situate PLCs in the research 
of CoPs and contend these CoP traits are also critical elements of the PLC (Brouwer, et 
al., 2012; Riveros, et al., 2012). Sociocultural learning theory and the idea of social 
learning systems provide a framework for understanding adult learning in a PLC 
(Brouwer, et al., 2012; Riveros, et al., 2012; Van Lare & Brazer, 2013). Many researchers 
apply a framework for situated cognition, or Communities of Practice, to foster 
understanding of learning in PLCs (Brouwer, et al., 2012; Levine & Marcus, 2010; 
Owen, 2014; Riveros et al., 2012; Van Lare & Brazer, 2013) Understanding individual 
and group learning is especially important since PLCs have become a major part of 
professional development in school reform initiatives (Stoll, et al., 2006). 
Many districts use PLCs to deliver professional development on various topics 
while others consider the establishment of PLCs as an end goal in itself. DuFour cautions 
against spending time learning and training to be a PLC and urges teams to start the work 
of the PLC to build their capacity to be a PLC (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker & Many, 2006). 
While this appears to align with the underlying conceptual framework of a CoP, or 
situated cognition, many teams do not become skilled, trusting and cohesive teams just 
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by doing the work of a PLC as DuFour suggests (Kise & Russell, 2010) because the 
nature of learning in community is complex (Easton, 2012; Horn & Little, 2010; Servage, 
2008).  Researchers have noted inadequate understanding of what contributes to effective 
implementation, and how communities are supported or hindered by perceptions of 
autonomy (Gates & Watkins, 2010; Hargreaves, et al., 2013), norms for privacy, 
noninterference or conflict avoidance (Gates & Watkins, 2010; Horn & Little, 2010; 
Levine & Marcus, 2010), stages of group development (Owen, 2012), discourse (Horn & 
Little, 2010; Lujan & Day, 2010), capacity for reflection, relational trust, and personal 
traits (Brownell, Adams, Sindelar, Waldron & Vanhover, 2006; Nelson, et al., 2010). 
Although professional learning communities have existed for over twenty years, a 
consistent path to successful implementation remains elusive (Easton, 2012; Leonard & 
Leonard, 2005). 
Because effective implementation of PLCs has a positive impact on student 
achievement (Levine & Marcus, 2010; Wahlstrom, et al., 2010), districts move toward 
the model despite the obstacles (Stoll, et al., 2006). With research in agreement about 
conditions to support PLCs, some districts may attempt to follow the steps proscribed in 
the PLC research such as dedicating time and supportive structures that include schedules 
with common planning time, focusing on data, or using protocols (Nelson, et al., 2010). 
Narrowing implementation down to a set of steps is too simplistic to address the 
complexity of the obstacles (Easton, 2012; Stoll, et al., 2006). Many of the obstacles may 
be unique to contexts, individuals or groups (Brouwer, et al., 2012; Easton, 2012; Lujan 
& Day, 2010; Thessin, 2015). Despite the obstacles, the benefits to student achievement 
have led many schools and districts to race to implement without adequate understanding, 
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training, or support (Ermeling & Gallimore, 2013; Leonard & Leonard, 2005). Many 
researchers work to understand the obstacles and the traits of effective PLCs to better 
recommend strategies for successful district implementation (Stoll, et al., 2006; Van Lare 
& Brazer, 2013).  
Others contend the term itself lacks clarity (Easton, 2012; Watson, 2014). One 
criticism is the term PLC itself is made up of contestable terms (Watson, 2014) or may be 
too oversimplified to be helpful to understanding (Cranston, 2009). The widespread use 
of the term to describe any collaborative group has contributed to the lack of clarity 
(DuFour & DuFour, 2012; Watson, 2014). While PLCs are commonly described as a tool 
for professional learning, some researchers note the focus on student data, or “results” 
(DuFour, 2004, p. 10), has dominated the focus of a PLC at the expense of adequate 
focus on adult learning (Servage, 2008; Zemelman, Daniels, & Hyde, 2012). The widely 
used DuFour PLC approach has been criticized for its apparent primary focus on student 
learning and data (Servage, 2008) with the risk of “neglecting the movement’s central 
purpose: teacher learning” (Van Lare & Brazer, 2013, p.2). Other researchers note the 
gap in research related to principal and central office capacity to implement PLCs 
(Ermeling & Gallimore, 2013; Honig & Rainey, 2014; Zemelman, et al., 2012).  
Principal capacity to support development of PLCs is described as critical 
(Mullen & Hutinger, 2008), but many have no experience with learning in a community 
(David, 2009). There has been a growing movement to use PLCs at the principal level for 
professional development of principals (Fullan, 2010b; Humada-Ludeke, 2013; Hirsh & 
Hord, 2008; Honig & Rainey, 2014; Millar, 2006; Piggot-Irvine, 2006; Zepeda, Jimenez, 
& Lanoue, 2015). Some groups of principals form as a Principal Professional Learning 
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Community, or PPLC, (Fullan, 2010b; Hirsh & Hord, 2008) often under the direction of 
central office (Honig & Rainey, 2014; Zepeda, et al., 2015) or outside facilitation 
(Humada-Ludeke, 2013). District central office administrators may often be responsible 
for professional development of principals (Umekubo, Chrispeels, & Daly, 2015; 
Wahlstrom, et al., 2010). Researchers note a gap in understanding related to PPLCs 
facilitated by central office administrators. (Honig & Rainey, 2014; Zepeda et al., 2015). 
PPLCs could provide job-embedded experience of learning in a PLC, but researchers 
suggest principal learning in PPLCs is not yet understood nor is there adequate 
understanding of the central office role of supporting PPLCs (Honig & Rainey, 2014; 
Zepeda, et al.  2015).  
The new ESSA law places greater focus on principal learning. Development of 
principals as instructional leaders or leaders of schools as learning communities requires 
a change process that supports deep learning. A recent Wallace Foundation report 
suggested a benefit from PLCs for novice principals, but found principals reported 
“limited satisfaction” from district-supported professional development, including PLCs 
for principals (Anderson & Turnbull, 2016, p. 50). They found “District professional 
development did not, as yet, offer effectively tailored help to address individual 
principals’ needs” (Anderson & Turnbull, 2016, p. 50). Central office leaders and state 
leaders may look to PPLCs as a model to support principal professional learning. More 
research is needed to understand the nature of principal learning in a PPLC.   
Statement of the Problem  
Although research shows the effectiveness of a Professional Learning Community 
model to increase student achievement and support professional growth, today’s school 
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principals face obstacles to implementation of such professional communities when they 
have had little experience with this type of professional learning themselves.  
Principal Professional Learning Communities (PPLCs) have emerged as a vehicle 
for professional development of principals, but there is little research on how principals 
experience PPLCs, or how districts can support principal learning in a PPLC.  
 This study addressed a gap in research about principal learning in a PPLC and 
central office roles to support such learning. This research can inform the scholarly 
community as PPLCs continue to be used to build principal capacity. 
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
Purpose  
The purpose of this research was to explore experiences of principals participating 
in a Principal Professional Learning Community nested within a central office learning 
community as part of a broader district administrator professional development initiative. 
The details of the layers of this nested learning community model are described in 
chapter three. 	  
Significance of the Problem  
The topic of principal learning in a PPLC is significant because building the 
capacity of the principal is critical to school improvement efforts (Sackney & Walker, 
2006; Wahlstrom, et al., 2010). School leaders at all levels face the daunting challenge of 
revitalizing schools for 21st century learning (Fullan, 2010a). Districts will not be able to 
meet future challenges without building and capitalizing on principal expertise to 
strengthen learning environments for teachers and students (Wahlstrom et al., 2010). 
Increasingly, the goal of principal leadership is to develop schools and districts as 
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learning communities (NPBEA, 2015). The principal as instructional leader is responsible 
for supporting the professional development of teachers (Fink & Resnick, 2001; Hord, 
1997; NPBEA, 2015).  
To support teacher professional development, principals must understand the 
complexity of promoting individual and group learning (Gates & Watkins, 2010; Owen, 
2014; Prytula, 2012) and levels of critical reflection that go beyond superficial 
collaboration (Lujan & Day, 2010; Nelson, et al., 2010). The principal must also 
understand shared leadership (Elmore, 2000; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008) and navigate 
varying group needs for autonomy (Hargreaves, et al., 2013; Mansberger 2006). The 
principal should develop understanding of stages of group development and community 
(Owen, 2014), all while focusing on student results and a shared vision of improving 
instruction (DuFour, 2011; Leonard & Leonard, 2005; Nelson, et al., 2010). As principals 
develop instructional leadership, they need to learn about both instruction and leadership 
(Fink & Resnick, 2001). The principal’s learning about instruction is contextualized in 
the learning about leadership. Because of the obstacles to development of a collaborative 
learning environment, it is important that professional development of principals builds 
principals’ understanding of the complexities of Professional Learning Communities.  
The school principal plays a critical role in supporting development of the school 
as a learning organization (Sackney & Walker, 2006; Wahlstrom, et al., 2010), but 
principals often have little training, experience or support to help them lead the work 
(Cranston, 2009; Leonard & Leonard, 2005; Wahlstrom, et al., 2010). Additionally, 
principal preparation programs and professional development often afford principals little 
experience with learning in a community (David, 2009; Sackney & Walker, 2006). Many 
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beginning principals walk into new positions to experience a period of shock as they 
realize their inadequate preparation, (Sackney & Walker, 2006). Beginning principals 
quickly learn that making any changes requires knowledge about the culture (Sackney & 
Walker, 2006). Beginning principals report development of learning and skills through 
learning networks with other principal or central office leaders as well as readings, 
courses, or mentors (Sackney & Walker, 2006). The role of principal continues to be 
characterized by high stress and isolation (Lazaridou, 2009). Principals face a variety of 
organizational and administrative responsibilities that result in a majority of time spent on 
non-instructional leadership tasks (Horng, Klasik, & Loeb, 2010). Beginning and veteran 
principals need more support through job-embedded professional development to face the 
complexity and demands of their role (Wahlstrom, et al., 2010).  
DuFour (1999), whose PLC model is often applied to support development of 
collaborative learning organizations, lamented as long ago as 1999, that “the 
principalship has become more complex than ever” (p.17). This complexity has only 
increased with the continually increasing demands on public education. The role of the 
principal today is characterized for many by high stress and isolation with fear of 
termination if results are not achieved quickly enough in today’s culture of accountability 
(DeNisco, 2015; Lazaridou, 2009). Principals face conflicting challenges to be decisive 
and efficient, yet open and participatory (Lazaridou, 2009). Development of principals 
has been identified as important across school research (Cranston, 2009; Leonard & 
Leonard, 2005; Wahlstrom, et al., 2010).  
Many principals, however, work in contexts with minimal supports for their 
professional development and have to take responsibility for their own learning 
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(DeNisco, 2015; Wahlstrom, et al., 2010). This becomes complex as the skills and 
knowledge required of principals become more varied and complex with changing 
standards for practice that require expertise with Professional Learning Communities. 
The new professional standards suggest the principal should be able to demonstrate a 
variety of leadership skills related to learning communities and instructional leadership 
(NPBEA, 2015). Many principals have not experienced a PLC yet they are expected to 
demonstrate proficiency in leading a school as a system-wide learning community made 
of teacher PLCs (David, 2009; NPBEA, 2015). Principal Professional Learning 
Communities have emerged as a form of job-embedded professional development for 
principals (David, 2009; Hirsh & Hord, 2008; Millar, 2006; Piggot-Irvine, 2004, 2006; 
Stewart, 2005). PPLCs may provide a form of job-embedded learning to build 
knowledge, instructional leadership, reflective practice and experiential knowledge of 
learning in a professional community (Fullan, 2010b; Hirsh & Hord, 2008; Honig & 
Rainey, 2014; Millar, 2006; Piggot-Irvine, 2004; Zepeda, et al., 2015). Research has not 
explored how principals experience learning in a PPLC, or what knowledge, learning, or 
structures they describe as useful, relevant and transferable.  
Principal professional development is often supported by a district’s central 
office. However, there is a gap in research on the role of central office in facilitating 
PPLCs as a means of professional development for principals (Braun, Gable, & Kite, 
2011; Honig & Rainey, 2014; Zepeda, Jimenez, & Lanoue, 2015). Some researchers 
highlighted PPLCs as a model for principal learning as long ago as twenty years, with 
one highly successful model in 1997 still referenced years later (Hirsh & Hord, 2008). 
Much of the research over the last twenty years, however, has focused on teacher 
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elements in a PLC, and recent research still defines the practice of PPLCs as a new 
practice (Zepeda, et al., 2015). Research focused on PPLCs is in the beginning stages 
(Honig & Rainey, 2014; Millar, 2006; Piggot-Irvine, 2004).  
Two recent studies on the new practice of PPLCs focused on central office 
facilitation. The first study, by Honig & Rainey (2014) focused on effective practices by 
central office facilitators of PPLCs. Authors found use of a teaching mindset rather than 
management or compliance mindset was more effective at supporting principal learning 
(Honig & Rainey, 2014). Authors note the need for further study. A second study 
followed a district for five years and focused on a superintendent-led PPLC initiative 
focused on turnaround implementation of PLCs by principals and demonstration of 
improvement in student performance results (Zepeda, et al., 2015). The data collection 
focused on the superintendent observations and student achievement data. The missing 
piece was the voice of the principals about their learning in a PPLC.  
A third study focused on a PPLC led by a university facilitator as part of a five-
year district partnership with a university (Humada-Ludeke, 2013). Principals found the 
learning valuable, and the effective practices may inform central office leaders, but 
further research is needed to understand central office leadership of PPLCs as 
professional development for principals. It is critical for central office leaders to build 
understanding of how to support principal learning because “Individual principals cannot 
go it alone” when it comes to developing their capacity or their schools (Wahlstrom et al., 
2010 p. 32).  
Because of the gap in research on principal learning in a PPLC, the foundations of 
understanding for a PPLC rely on the research of teacher PLCs and consideration of 
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social learning systems and the sociocultural learning frameworks for workplace learning 
through a situated cognition model (Wenger, 2000). There is little research on principal 
learning in a PPLC. Because there is so little research on principal learning in a PPLC, 
and even less on PPLCs facilitated by central office leaders, this research is 
contextualized in the PLC literature and the research on PLCs as communities of practice 
(CoPs) or social learning systems  (Levine & Marcus, 2010; Owen, 2014; Riveros et al., 
2012; Van Lare & Brazer, 2013; Wenger, 2000).   Research on PLCs as models of adult 
situated cognition and social learning systems help provide a framework for 
understanding principal learning in PPLCs.  
The idea of district support of learning throughout the system as a form of nested 
learning communities originated in early writing about PLCs (Fink & Resnick, 2001). 
However, there is little research on the experience of principal learning through a nested 
community model. Nor is there research on how central office support the learning of 
principals with such a model. The idea of vertical and horizontal systems is part of the 
underlying theoretical construct of social learning systems (Wenger, 2000). It is also part 
of research on effective tri-level supports of school improvement (Fullan, 2010a). This 
research is intended to add to understanding of how principals describe learning in a 
Principal PLC as part of a nested community model.  
The focus of the research was on two levels of the district’s nested communities 
model: the learning of the principals in a central office-facilitated administrative council 
PLC, made up of directors, managers, and supervisors; and the learning of the principals 
in a PPLC facilitated by the same central administrator. This nesting of the PPLC within 
a district administrative PLC provided a view of central office roles to support system 
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learning. The specific structures used in the district will be described further in chapter 3. 
This research can contribute to understanding of how principals participate in their own 
learning in a PPLC and an administrative PLC and the benefits of such participation. It 
can also contribute to understanding of central office supports of PPLCs that principals 
find beneficial. 	  
Research Questions Focused on Solution Finding  
The questions that guided this interpretive research are listed below: 
1. How do principals describe their experience in a district-wide administrative PLC, 
called the Admin Council (AC PLC)?   
2. How do principals describe their experience in a Principal Professional Learning 
Community (PPPLC), led by an administrator? What have principals experienced 
in these PLCs that is beneficial to them? 
 
Conceptual Framework 
Researcher’s Stances and Experiential Base 
My ontological stance is primarily constructivist and relativistic. My 
epistemological assumptions were that the perceptions of participants experiencing the 
same leadership, professional development or collaborative work would perceive and 
report experiences differently. I had to separate my assumptions from prior experience as 
a principal to focus on the emerging perceptions of the principals on their learning in a 
PLC facilitated by a central office administrator. Having also worked with teachers on 
PLCs, I also had to separate my experiences with leading teachers to focus on the 
perception of principals of their experiences in a Professional Learning Community 
(PLC).   
	  	  
13	  
From a social constructivist stance, I applied a phenomenological approach that 
included study of principal perceptions of their participation in a district yearlong 
professional learning community facilitated by a central office administrator. This 
required me to act as a participant researcher acting as the central office leader supporting 
the development of principals as instructional leaders through learning in a PPLC. This 
was a study of an existing district initiative.  
The district initiative had two goals. One area of focus was to build the capacity 
of the principals and supporting central office administrators through a book study 
focused on effective use of data to improve instruction. A secondary area of focus 
included building capacity of the team to work as a learning community and to develop 
experiential learning of practices that support effective development and implementation 
of a learning community. The facilitation of the PPLC and the full administrative team 
PLC was guided by the literature review of practices to support adult learning in 
communities.  
What I hoped to understand through this study was the experience of principal 
learning in a professional community, particularly a PPLC designed as part of a nested 
learning community model. I hoped to understand how principals described their learning 
in the community as well as how they describe applications of such learning in their daily 
work. Application of learning takes time, and effects on staff and students take time. 
Some outcomes may be realized over a period of time beyond the scope of this study. 
However, as principals described how learning in the PPLC affected their ability to apply 
improved leadership skills in their buildings, this yearlong study may guide central office 
decisions about the long-term work to support principals in the future.  This 
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understanding can help guide continuing central office support of principal professional 
development.  
I have been working as a building and central office administrator over the past 
twelve years. During this time, I have observed the challenges schools and teachers face 
in meeting the needs of individual learners, effectively delivering instruction and 
adjusting to the increased rigor of the new standards. As a staff developer, principal and 
central office administrator, I have been involved in various types of teacher 
collaboration work groups, some as formal as Professional Learning Communities, others 
more informal. Some have been highly effective; others have been plagued by obstacles. 
As a central office administrator who supports the professional learning of principals, I 
believed a PPLC could offer a valuable means of professional development. However, I 
was aware of the difficulties of PLCs. They remain very difficult for many districts to 
implement. Developing a collaborative professional learning environment across system 
layers is what could be described as an everyday problem for central office leaders. 
Developing the capacity of principals through a PPLC was a beginning effort to create a 
more collaborative learning system at the leadership level.       
I work closely with principals, so I was interested in uncovering themes that 
emerge from the principals as well as from the literature as areas for further study: 
building instructional leader knowledge of traits and practices of a PLC through 
participation in a PLC facilitated by a central office leader and increasing proficiency in 
the use of protocols and discourse analysis to better support higher level discussions 
within groups. Having been a building principal prior to my central office role, I recalled 
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that building in time for reflective practice is a great challenge when the school year is 
underway.  
To understand the benefits of a PPLC to foster reflective practices and 
professional growth of principals, I believed it would be valuable to collect the 
perspectives of their common experiences of participation in a PPLC. The new 
understanding developed from the study may guide continued work in the district.  
Principals and central office leaders struggling to understand the phenomenon may find 
valuable descriptions and interpretations that can build their understanding. 	  
Conceptual Framework  
The research suggests a sociocultural theory of learning supports understanding of 
the PLC as a social learning system (Van Lare & Brazer, 2013). The conceptual 
framework for this study of PPLCs arose from the research and suggested an 
interrelationship of three elements: (a) leadership, (b) individual/group traits, beliefs and 
culture, and (c) professional development.  
The leader demonstrates responsibility for supporting both individual and group 
learning, and at the district level, leaders are responsible for individual and system 
learning. Certain leadership practices affect the successful development of the group. 
These practices range from supportive structures such as dedicated time, scheduling, and 
resources to group facilitation that supports critical reflection. A school or district leader 
is responsible for professional development and development of culture, and must take 
into account the unique needs of the group to have a positive impact (Fink & Resnick, 
2001; Drago-Severson, 2008).  The needs of the group may be determined by elements of 
group traits, beliefs and culture.  
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The traits, beliefs and culture of group members determine the professional 
development needs and should guide the leadership actions (Brownell, et al., 2006; 
Owen, 2014; Prytula, 2012).  The professional development of the group or leaders may 
build understanding of group culture and dynamics and improve the leadership (Cranston, 
2009; Honig & Rainey, 2014; Leonard & Leonard, 2005). These three elements intersect 
as either supports or obstacles of workplace learning communities. All play important 
roles, and a lack in any area can be an obstacle to effective implementation and 
professional learning.  
The theoretical underpinning of the proposed PPLCs research is that through the 
participation in a PPLC as a workplace community of practice, principals will experience 
a cognitive apprenticeship, or the opportunity to practice skills through participation in a 
nested learning community, a term used to describe a learning organization with layers of 
learning communities working to build internal capacity (Fink & Resnick, 2001).  In a 
district, these layers may include students, teachers, parents, principals, district central 
office leaders, and community members (Hilliard & Newsome, 2013). Often the PLC 
research related to internal PLC processes attends to the PLC alone, not the PLC within 
“their nested organizational contexts of schools and districts” (Van Lare & Brazer, 2013, 
p. 377). The learning and learning needs of each layer of the organization can inform the 
support, communication and shared learning with the other layers (Fullan, 2010a; Hilliard 
& Newsome, 2013). The focus of this research was the central office and principal layers 
of the system. 
The social learning system in this study included central office district 
administrators and school principals. The nesting of a PPLC within a district 
	  	  
17	  
administrator PLC allowed the modeling and support of job-embedded professional 
development in PLCs through use of a PLC model to deliver topical professional 
development on effective use of data through a book study. The PPLC itself allowed 
principals to engage with job-alike peers in a “joint enterprise” of applying a “shared 
repertoire” (Wenger, 2000) of skills learned in the book study, and to “simulate the 
processes” of a PLC (Hirsh & Hord, 2008) that the standards of practice indicate they 
should facilitate in their schools (NPBEA, 2015). 
After a survey of research trends and a study of the theoretical framework 
underlying the professional learning community, the literature reviewed was grouped into 
three categories or streams:  (1) individual/group traits, culture and beliefs; (2) PLCs as 
professional development; and (3) leadership.  (See Figure 1 for a graphic representation 
of the conceptual framework of the three literature streams that informed this research 
about leader professional development through a PPLC).  
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Key Relationships Relevant to PLC Implementation 
 
 
Figure 1.1 A Conceptualization of Key Relationships Relevant to PLC Implementation 
 
 
Group traits, culture and beliefs. This stream relates to the elements of human 
complexity and group dynamics that often impact success or failure of PLCs (Servage, 
2008). Group traits, cultures and beliefs positively or negatively affect the development 
and implementation of PLCs. This is relevant to this study of principal experiences for 
several reasons. PLCs serve as models of workplace communities, or social learning 
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systems (Wenger, 2000). Much of the research on individual experiences, traits, learning 
and group development in a PLC has relevance for other professional groups convening 
to focus on collaborative work and faced with challenges related to learning in a 
community. The research in this stream on group development, routines, discourse and 
learning guided the researcher in the role of facilitator of the PPLCs during the course of 
the district initiative. 
Another reason the stream is especially relevant for this research is that the 
knowledge needs of principals may differ from the knowledge needs of teachers. 
Mumford and colleagues (2000) developed a typology of leader skills for addressing 
complex social problems (Mumford, Zaccaro, Harding, Jacobs & Fleishman, 2000). 
While knowledge of people is a simplistic term, it encompasses social judgment skills 
including perspective-taking, hypothesizing and revising understanding (Mumford, et al., 
2000). Lazaridou (2009) expanded Mumford’s work to apply the typology of leader skills 
to education and principal learning. One critical category for successful principals is 
learning how to work with people (Lazaridou, 2009). Lazaridou (2009) developed 
subcategories of the skill to include knowledge of competing interests, knowledge of self, 
knowledge of strengths and weaknesses, and knowledge of working with people, or “how 
to relate to other people” (p. 8). A fourth skill category is tacit knowledge, or the ability 
gained from experience, to know when and how to use different approaches in a given 
context (Lazaridou, 2009). The development of tacit knowledge of working with people 
occurs through job-embedded learning.  
This stream represents a guiding body of research for PLC implementation, but 
also a body of knowledge that is part of effective principal learning focused on how to 
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understand and work with group members and complex groups (Lazaridou, 2009; 
Mumford, et al., 2000; Servage, 2008). This stream intersects with the professional 
development stream as leaders build understanding about the impact of traits, beliefs and 
culture as part of job-embedded learning.   
Culture, traits and beliefs are closely connected to the establishment of the 
workplace culture, or community of practice. Values, norms and beliefs are described as 
acting as “internal social control mechanisms” with greater power than external controls 
or pressures (Kruse & Louis, 1993, p. 7).  Norms for privacy, non-interference, or 
conflict-avoidance can exert a negative influence on group development or reflection 
(Horn & Little, 2010; Levine & Marcus, 2010). Some groups act as 
“pseudocommunities” and avoid open discussion or allow domination by a few members 
(Gates & Watkins, 2010, p. 275).  Individual traits, including tendencies for instructional 
behavior and reflective practices, can be tied to beliefs and can be described as affecting 
the culture.  Interpersonal and discourse skills are included in this category; the learning 
that occurs in community occurs through reflective dialogue so the development of 
openness and risk is important (Kruse & Louis, 1993).  
 The elements of trust, intellectual risk, reflective capacity, individual and group 
metacognition, inquiry and discourse represent areas of critical import to both group 
development and individual development (Cranston, 2011; Horn & Little, 2010; Kruse & 
Louis, 1993; Owen, 2014; Prytula, 2012).  The ability of group members to describe 
school-based problems for the community to “see” the problem in concrete terms helps 
the group collaboratively solve problems (Levine & Marcus, 2010). The group 
willingness to ask questions, debate, and engage in conflict is an important element of 
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group learning (Owen, 2014; Wenger, 2000). The metacognition of the facilitator and the 
role of the facilitator in using questions to promote critical reflection affect the learning 
of the group (Prytula, 2012).  In a social learning system, a broker may be used to bring 
new learning to the group (Lotter, Yow, & Peters, 2014; Wenger, 2000). This is relevant 
because the central office role of facilitator aligns with the role of a broker. The broker 
also bridges the boundaries of the intersecting social learning systems (Wenger, 2000). In 
this study, the central office facilitator worked with both the district level PLC and the 
principal level PPLC, bridging the learning between the two systems. These processes are 
part of the underlying theoretical framework of sociocultural learning and social learning 
systems (Wenger, 2000). The routines of the PPLC represent opportunities for 
professional development and leadership in workplace communities (Wenger, 2000).  
Understanding the unique traits, beliefs, and culture is critical for leaders to 
effectively tailor professional development to meet individual and group needs for 
autonomy, support, critical reflection, or shared leadership. This is part of the 
“knowledge of task” and “knowledge of people” required by leaders (Lazaridou, 2009; 
Mumford, et al., 2000). Since many failures of PLCs are attributed to the complexities of 
interpersonal and human elements (Servage, 2008), this stream is important to guide 
professional development of principals with both topical and experiential knowledge of 
how individual and group traits, beliefs and culture impact the PLC and applications of 
learning. This stream of research guided the facilitation of the PPLC and the 
administrative PLC (AC PLC).  
PLCs as professional development. Professional development for both leaders 
and teachers emerged as a second stream of research to support the study of a PPLC for 
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two primary reasons. First, PLCs are often categorized as professional development. 
PLCs are often either the object of targeted professional development or a vehicle used to 
deliver topical professional development. Secondly, when addressing gaps or obstacles to 
PLCs, research often cites the lack of adequate professional development. Principals and 
teachers are frequently directed to implement PLCs as part of school improvement efforts 
without having adequate training or understanding (Braun, et al., 2011; Ermeling & 
Gallimore, 2013; Leonard & Leonard, 2005).  
Adult learning is not always a focus of PLCs. Some researchers blame PLC 
failure on the excessive focus on student learning at the expense of teacher learning 
(Riveros, et al., 2012). In an early article on professional learning communities, Kruse & 
Louis (1993) note “a sustained and undeviating focus on student learning can be 
considered a core characteristic of professional community” (p. 13). Researchers noted a 
gap in focus on teacher learning and measurement of teacher learning within the PLC 
(Riveros, et al., 2012), yet PLCs have become a major vehicle for professional learning 
(Prytula, 2012). Principals are described as at the helm or holding the reins of these 
professional learning community initiatives, but principal training is inadequate 
(Cranston, 2009).  
Principal PLCS, or PPLCs have emerged as a form of professional development 
for principals. This research aimed to build greater understanding of some of the elements 
noted as research gaps related to the experience of Professional Learning Communities as 
professional development. Therefore, this stream is critical to build understanding of the 
existing research on the ways PLCs are used as professional development as well as the 
gaps in understanding already noted by researchers. 
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Leadership. Finally, a common trend across research is the importance of 
leadership in the effective implementation of PLCs (Cranston, 2009; Leonard & Leonard, 
2005; Mullen & Hutinger, 2008). Research suggests the role of the principal is critical to 
PLC success and that leadership within the PLC is critical, but the specific roles a 
principal may play can vary from providing structural supports, such as time or 
schedules, to instructional leadership or facilitation within groups (Mullen & Hutinger, 
2008).  
The school principal and central office leadership have shared responsibility for 
developing teacher capacity and school culture through design of professional 
development that supports organizational learning (Fullan, 2010a; Hilliard & Newsome, 
2013; Wahlstrom et al., 2010). Researchers Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) 
conducted a meta-analysis of effective school leadership from 1970 to 2005. They 
defined culture as a leadership responsibility, measurable by “the extent to which the 
leader fosters shared beliefs and a sense of community and cooperation among staff” (p. 
48). PLCs are described as a method for school leaders to positively affect culture and 
teacher collaboration (Marzano & Waters, 2009). The responsibility of the principal is to 
create culture and design tailored professional development (Fink & Resnick, 2001). 
Central office support of principals to develop as leaders is critical to school 
improvement (Wahlstrom, et al., 2010). 
For a principal to develop as a strong instructional leader, research suggests a 
benefit to participating in professional development focused on continuous personal 
professional learning (Braun, et al., 2011; Fink & Resnick, 2001). As part of the district 
initiative in this study, principals had some introductory professional development on 
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traits of PLCs, and experienced participation in a PPLC as a form of job-embedded 
professional development. This study focused on their experience of learning in two 
PLCs: (1) an AC PLC made up of central office administrators and principals focused on 
a book study of effective use of data to improve instruction and (2) a PPLC made up of 
job-alike principals. 
 
Definition of Terms 
Community of Practice (CoP)  
The term for a social learning community or system within an organization. 
(Wenger, 2000). Critical traits of CoPs include “joint enterprise,” “mutual 
engagement,” and “shared repertoire” (Wenger, 2000, p. 229). 	  
Defined Autonomy 
A term for the balance between central district leadership and building  
leader autonomy. It describes a relationship established between central  
district/superintendent leadership and building/principal leadership that 
establishes building/principal responsibility for school success (Marzano & 
Waters, 2009). Essentially the superintendent expects the principal to lead “within 
the boundaries defined by the district goals” (p. 8). This was important to the 
applications of learning in the PPLC.  
The lack of defined boundaries has led to failure of some PLCs 
(Mansberger, 2006). The idea of accountability for learning has been an element 
in the recent PPLCs (Piggot-Irvine, 2004; Zepeda, et al., 2015).  One PPLC 
conducted by a superintendent operated with an expectation of school level PLC 
implementation (Zepeda, et al., 2015). In looking at district roles in tri level 
	  	  
25	  
reform, a change process that is too fast does not allow deep change or deep 
learning (Fullan, 2010a). In this study, the superintendent’s expectation was 
participation in the PLC and PPLC and focus on improving effective use of 
student data. However, principals were given defined autonomy in how they 
chose to apply learning during the first year of learning in the PPLC, which 
comprises the year of this study. As principals apply learning about improved use 
of data acquired through participation in a PLC and PPLC, they may or may not 
have attempted to do so by implementing a teacher level PLC. The principals in 
the PPLC collaboratively constructed learning and application of learning. This 
study explored how principals learn in and apply learning from a PPLC. 	  
Nested Learning Community  
A term used to describe a learning organization with layers of learning 
communities working to build internal capacity (Fink & Resnick, 2001). In a 
school district, the elements of the nested learning communities include layers of 
student, teacher, principal, administrator, parent, and community levels (Van Lare 
& Brazer, 2013). In this study, the unit of analysis is the experience of the 
principals in a PPLC nested within an administrative PLC (AC PLC).	  
Professional Learning Community (PLC) 
A model of teacher collaboration focused on improving student and 
teacher learning (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2004). DuFour’s model of 
PLCs includes a focus on student learning, collaborative culture, and a focus on 
results (DuFour, 2004). Traits of the learning community include: collective 
responsibility for school effectiveness and student learning; reflective dialogue 
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that includes both self-critique and organizational critique; de-privatization of 
practice, which involves sharing practice in public ways and trading roles of 
practitioner, mentor, or advisor within the group; focus on student learning, which 
can be described as “sustained and undeviating;” (p.13) collaboration, or using 
one another’s expertise to solve problems of practice; and shared norms and 
values “derived from the central social importance of teaching” (Kruse & Louis, 
1993, p. 15).   As researchers study learning in groups, collective responsibility is 
also applied to the shared responsibility for the adult group learning, identified as 
a trait of high functioning learning communities (Owen, 2014).  The group 
members construct knowledge and learn in community through critical reflection 
and discussion (Kruse & Louis, 1993).  
DuFour’s model proposes to shift from a focus on teaching to a focus on 
learning (DuFour, 2004). DuFour describes this as a meaningful focus on data-
based goals: instructional planning goals gave way to student achievement goals 
such as “We will increase the percentage of students who meet the state standard 
in language arts from 83 to 90 percent” (DuFour, 2004, p. 10). DuFour’s model is 
widely used and elements were applied to guide the work of the administrative 
PLC and PPLC in looking at improving use of student data. Because of the 
criticisms of DuFour’s model as too focused on student learning at the expense of 
adult learning, the PLC and PPLCs that were the focus of this study were also 
guided by the research on reflective dialogue and inquiry (Horn & Little, 2010; 
Hargreaves, et al., 2013; Honig & Rainey, 2014; Owen, 2012) and the 
understandings of the PLC as a social learning system (Wenger, 2000).  
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Principal Professional Learning Community (PPLC) 
A term for a PLC made up of principals and characterized by elements of PLCs. 
PPLCs include opportunities for critical reflection and dialogue about instruction 
and improvement of student learning (Millar, 2006). PPLCs may also focus on 
development of principal leadership skills to better support teacher learning and 
development of schools as learning communities (Fink & Resnick, 2001).  
Social learning systems  
This is a theoretical framework for understanding and analyzing job-embedded 
experiential learning as a social process. It is based on sociocultural learning 
theory and is defined by Lave and Wenger (Wenger, 2000). Learning occurs 
through the interaction of competence and personal experience (Wenger, 2000). 
Competence in work communities is defined by the group through elements of 
“joint enterprise”, “mutual engagement”, and “shared repertoire” of resources 
(Wenger, 2000). This applies to this research because in the absence of research 
on PPLCs, the theory of social learning systems can provide a framework for 
understanding adult learning in a job-embedded context such as a PPLC. The 
elements of a CoP align with traits and purposes of a PLC, but provide more 
information about the nature of adult learning. (Riveros, et al., 2012; Van Lare & 
Brazer, 2013). The social learning system in this study included central office 
district administrators and school principals. The nesting of a PPLC within a 
district administrator PLC allowed the modeling and support of job-embedded 
professional development in PLCs through use of a PLC model to deliver topical 
professional development on effective use of data through a book study. The 
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PPLC itself allowed principals to engage in a “joint enterprise” of applying a 
“shared repertoire” with job-alike peers of skills learned in the book study 
(Wenger, 2000), and to “simulate the processes” of a PLC (Hirsh & Hord, 2008) 
that the standards of practice indicate they should facilitate in their schools 
(NPBEA, 2015). 
Assumptions and Limitations 
Assumptions 
It was assumed that there was a value for the district to support PPLCs as job-
embedded professional development for principals as a continuing district strategy. It was 
assumed that embedding, or nesting the PPLC in the context of a larger district 
administrative PLC initiative would provide additional systemic supports for principals. 
It was assumed that participatory research of this nature can improve the functioning of 
PPLCs and district supports and provide valuable recommendations for continued 
practice or improvement to the social learning system at the level of the PPLC.  
It was assumed that interviews, observations, and anecdotal evidence can be used 
to deepen understanding of the dynamics between personal and interpersonal elements of 
group leadership and learning practices.  
It was assumed that leaders with deep understanding of the involved complexity 
of learning in community will be more effective at developing highly effective 
collaborative learning communities. It was assumed that principals would be at different 
levels of readiness and understanding and their applications of learning may differ.   
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Limitations 
A limitation of the proposed research was that internal validity might be 
challenged by history or maturation effects caused by outside factors that influence 
professional learning (Russ-Eft & Preskill, 2009). Over the course of the study, principals 
participated in other professional learning, both formal and informal, both within and 
beyond their buildings. This may make it difficult to determine if described effects of the 
lived experience are essential elements of the PPLC participation or a combination of 
experiences.  
Another threat to internal validity is use of purposeful sampling (Russ-Eft & 
Preskill, 2009). Convenience sampling was used; participant volunteers represented a 
homogeneous sample of principals, each participating in the district initiative and 
showing common interest in participating in a study of the principal professional learning 
community. It was possible the principals who opted to participate in the study have traits 
or levels of collaborative or reflective practice that are not representative of all principals. 
The small group size and interpretive approach may limit external validity (Creswell, 
2015). Results may have contextual validity, and findings can guide continued work in 
the district.  
The role of researcher as participant may challenge validity. To limit the effects of 
bias and subjective interpretation, the research applied a hermeneutic approach of 
returning to the transcribed descriptions to continually challenge and confirm emerging 
interpretations (Moustakas, 1994). This was done throughout multiple readings and 
interactions with transcriptions. Additionally, the researcher challenged interpretations in 
three distinct phases.  
	  	  
30	  
First, after all transcriptions were coded and categorized into emerging themes, 
the researcher tested themes by entering emerging themes into a chart and then finding 
matching textual evidence across participants to ensure text evidence supported 
interpretations that emerged through multiple readings and coding. Second, after the chart 
was created to show theme categories with matching evidence, the researcher challenged 
the assigned categories by cutting apart the chart with evidence and themes. Evidence 
was resorted into categories to confirm consistency of researcher interpretations. Finally, 
after all themes and subthemes were finalized, the researcher created a chart that listed 
each theme and subtheme and reread participant interviews to confirm evidence across 
participants. A chart of themes was created for each participant and the line number of 
evidence for each theme was listed in the chart. This confirmed that emergent themes 
trended across all participants. 
Member checking was also conducted to increase validity of data (Russ-Eft & 
Preskill, 2009). Participants received copies of emerging themes, findings, conclusions 
and recommendations to confirm accuracy of the researcher’s interpretations.  
Finally, any research conducted may help increase understanding of principals’ 
experiences within a window of time, but understanding of the persistent or long-term 
impact of their experience of the phenomenon was beyond the scope of the study. 	  
Delimitations 
The focus of this study was narrowed to focus on the experience of school 
principal learning in a PPLC and the ways principals describe effects and applications of 
their learning. This study did not focus on the effects of PLCs on student achievement or 
on principal development of teacher PLCs. While the application of principal learning 
	  	  
31	  
may have included development of teacher PLCs, only the principals’ description of this 
development work as an extension or application of their own job-embedded learning 
was part of this study. The district initiative did not require the principals to fully 
implement teacher PLCs in the first year of their learning through a PPLC. Even though 
research suggests the use of PLCs as a critical tool to improve student achievement and 
teacher learning, this study focused on the experience of principals participating in 
PPLCs as job-embedded learning for principals. 	  
Summary	  
In summary, this research explored the experiences of principals participating in 
principal PLCs. Because professional learning communities are widespread as either the 
means or end of professional development, it is important for leaders to build improved 
understanding. The nature of both professional adult learning and learning in community 
is complex. Given the lack of research of central office leadership of principal PLCs, this 
research aimed to explore leader development as part of a nested learning communities 
model. It was hoped that the result of supporting principal learning would be the 
development of a more reflective and collaborative culture in their schools.  
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Chapter 2: Review Of Related Literature  
Introduction  
Education today exists in a continuing spiral of reform, change and increasing 
accountability. Research over the last half-century has focused on a variety of questions 
about the most effective instructional practices to support learning. One practice that has 
gained popularity and momentum as a research-based solution to a variety of school 
challenges is the Professional Learning Community, or PLC. PLCs have been shown to 
have a positive impact on student achievement and teacher development. Professional 
Learning Communities provide a model of reflective and data-driven focus on student 
work and professional learning. Although research shows the effectiveness of a 
Professional Learning Community model to increase student achievement and support 
teacher growth, today’s leaders face obstacles to implementation. The purpose of this 
research was to explore experiences of principals participating in principal Professional 
Learning Communities as job-embedded professional development. 
Three research streams that support this research included (a) a review and synthesis of 
research related to group traits, culture and beliefs relevant to professional learning communities, 
(b) a review of professional development literature related to PLCs, and (c) a review of research 
related to leadership of PLCs, in particular, the role of principal and central office leadership of 
PLCs. The streams address interrelated elements of educational practice critical to development 
of PLCs. These intersecting streams provide a foundation for research related to Principal PLCs 
(PPLCs) as job-embedded professional learning for principals. This interaction between the three 
elements is cyclical, iterative, and unique to the community. The quality of the leader actions and 
professional development planning will depend on the accuracy of leader perceptions and the 
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depth of leader understanding about the complexities of learning in community. This research 
review was aimed at increasing understanding of how these three streams interact to support 
principal learning in Professional Learning Communities.	  
 
Conceptual Framework 
 
Figure 2.1 Elements that Affect Development of Professional Learning Communities 
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Each stream introduces seminal literature that served as the historical foundation 
for development of PLCs as well as recent research focused on elements that support or 
inhibit PLC implementation. What emerged from the research review is a recurring 
theme of the complexity of leading, learning and working in school communities. The 
principal learning is central to the development of schools as learning communities. The 
three streams intersect in the experiential learning of the principal. The focus of this 
research was to gain a deeper understanding of these elements that are critical to principal 
professional development.  
Teacher Traits, Beliefs and Culture 
This section addresses the teacher elements that researchers describe as obstacles 
to effective collaboration, as well as those elements that serve as supports or 
preconditions to successful implementation. This stream represents a guiding body of 
research for PLC implementation, but also a body of knowledge that is part of effective 
principal learning focused on how to understand and work with people and complex 
groups (Lazaridou, 2009; Mumford, et al., 2000). Finally, this section will discuss the 
implications of these elements on the development of learning communities. 
Obstacles to PLCs.  Teaching has long been an isolated profession. Many of the 
challenges to bringing teachers together are the same challenges faced in any community, 
such as autonomy, discourse, norms, conflict and interpersonal differences. The tradition 
of isolation in teaching has been noted as a major obstacle to professional collaboration 
and has fostered a sense of teacher autonomy regarding instructional decisions (DuFour, 
2011). In seminal works on PLCs, researchers highlighted PLCs as a new leadership 
paradigm and a new framework for analyzing professional culture in schools (Boyd & 
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Hord, 1994a; Kruse & Louis, 1993). While researchers appear to agree on the benefits of 
collaboration focused on student work, researchers demonstrate some division on the 
importance of the role of autonomy in the development of professional learning 
communities (DuFour, 2011; Gates & Watkins, 2010; Hargreaves, et al., 2013). 
Perceptions of the importance of PLC autonomy have relevance for leaders working to 
mandate or direct PLCs as an initiative.  
Early researchers cite the Senge model of the learning organization as the 
foundation of the PLC (Boyd & Hord, 1994a; Hord, 1997; Senge, 1990). Autonomy was 
not a core element in early descriptions of PLCs. Kruse & Louis (1993) describe five core 
elements of a professional community: “reflective dialogue, de-privatization of practice, 
focus on student learning, collaboration, and shared values” (p. 10). Autonomy was also 
not a core element in the widely used DuFour model of PLCs, the core elements of which 
include a focus on student learning, collaborative culture, and a focus on results (DuFour, 
2004). Later researchers often reference the Lave & Wenger model of communities of 
practice as the theoretical framework for PLCs (Riveros, et al., 2012). According to the 
underlying framework of communities of practice, “self-organization” is a key element in 
learning communities (Riveros, et al., 2012; Wenger, 2000).  
This requirement for internal autonomy contrasts with other views that districts 
should promote development of PLCs across schools and that leaders should be guiding 
PLC practices (Brownell, et al., 2006; DuFour, 2011). While there is not clear agreement 
on the role or importance of autonomy in PLCs, the conflicting views may depend on the 
underlying theory being applied to describe professional community.   
	  	  
36	  
Research suggests autonomy can be demonstrated in a variety of ways in 
professional learning communities. Groups may exercise autonomy in deciding the topics 
for group study or in choosing to participate at all in collaboration (DuFour, 2011; 
Hargreaves, et al., 2013). In a qualitative case study of PLCs in Hong Kong and London, 
researchers found that teacher perceptions of autonomy increased with leadership support 
and voluntary participation in PLCs (Hargreaves et al., 2013). Even when groups have 
options for choice and adaptation, researchers found that authoritarian facilitator practices 
within the PLC group affected colleague perceptions of autonomy (Hargreaves, et al., 
2013). However, this notion of voluntary participation in collaboration is a point of 
contention for DuFour (2011), who emphasizes that collaboration should not be optional, 
and when it is voluntary, isolation is maintained at the expense of successful community.  
PLC autonomy refers to the self-direction by a group, which in itself can be 
complex. The group can have negative norms or face difficulty in determining its 
direction (Gates & Watkins, 2010). In one study of professional learning communities in 
two elementary schools, researchers found that autonomy could be exhibited differently 
according to the development level of the group (Gates & Watkins, 2010). The 
researchers explored the notion of autonomy vs. heteronomy, which refers to the 
constraints of belonging to a community. They found that PLC groups in an early stage of 
development appeared externally motivated by district mandates. Groups at a higher level 
of development applied inquiry to discover best practices from experts in order to adjust 
practices. The group at the most advanced stage of development engaged in the greatest 
degree of inquiry and reflection (Gates & Watkins, 2010). While the study focused on 
only two schools has limited generalizability, it contributes to understanding of autonomy 
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in PLCs and suggests that higher levels of inquiry can increase teacher perceptions of 
autonomy (Gates & Watkins, 2010).  
In addition to autonomy, discourse, which can be used as a tool to bridge 
conflicts, has been identified as a major obstacle to collaboration (Gates & Watkins, 
2010). Early researchers note the importance of both reflective practice and recurring 
dialogue as core practices in PLCs (Kruse & Louis, 1993). Dialogue helps to support the 
de-privatization of practice; it is the reflective dialogue that “provides a method by which 
individuals share the roles of teacher and student interactively” (Kruse & Louis, 1993, p. 
11). The importance of teacher capacity for critical discourse emerged as a theme across 
current research (Gates & Watkins, 2010; Lujan & Day, 2010; Prytula, 2012; Riveros, et 
al., 2012; Servage; 2008).  
In particular, individual or group reluctance to engage in conflict or debate is 
noted as a major obstacle to going beyond superficial collaboration and discourse (Gates 
& Watkins, 2010; Lujan & Day, 2010; Servage, 2008). Discourse is the vehicle for 
learning in community (Kruse & Louis, 1993; Prytula, 2012; Riveros, et al., 2012). 
Servage (2008) notes the transformative power of PLCs to challenge existing beliefs and 
assumptions, but also seems to highlight the human element in the failure of PLCs. Using 
a methodical approach or a singular focus on instruction fails to address the emotional 
and psychological fears that inhibit change, conflict, debate and inquiry (Servage, 2008). 
If not addressed, these inhibitions may affect the quality of discourse in groups.  
Recognizing that conflict is inherent in group dynamics, DuFour’s model of PLCs 
suggests the group should have norms that include conflict resolution strategies (Lujan & 
Day, 2010). According to Lujan & Day (2010), most participants in a study of 37 
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teachers in PLCs implementing DuFour’s PLC model reported their PLCs had conflict 
resolution strategies. However, the study also found that many of the groups maintained 
only superficial levels of discussion, leading authors to conclude that more work needs to 
be done to develop a collaborative culture (Lujan & Day, 2010). In the same study, Lujan 
and Day (2010) found that PLCs did reduce some obstacles to collaboration, such as 
time, structure, leadership support and focus. The implication is that the implementation 
of a PLC model overcomes some obstacles to collaboration, but the model alone is not 
enough to ensure high levels of collaboration or discourse (Lujan & Day, 2010).   
While varied levels of autonomy and discourse may account for some differences 
in successful implementation of PLCs, other obstacles are related to individual traits. One 
study explored the effect individual teacher differences had on teacher collaborative 
learning (Brownell, et al., 2006). Brownell and colleagues (2006) conducted a mixed 
methods case study and found that collaboration had no effect on teacher practice when it 
came to applying new learning. What did matter, however, were individual teacher traits. 
Brownell and colleagues (2006) identified five traits shown by teachers with high rates of 
adoption of the new practices. Traits included knowledge of curriculum and pedagogy, 
student-centered beliefs about management and instruction, and ability to both reflect on 
student learning and adapt strategies for student learning. This suggests the individual 
capacity of teachers for collaborative learning is not equal. Authors suggest engagement 
in the learning community was not enough to change practices. The study suggested that 
the reflective capacity of the group members was critical to the success of the change in 
practices (Brownell, et al., 2006).  
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Other literature suggests there is lack of clarity about what exactly changing 
practices means and the best way to build teacher capacity to learn in a PLC (Riveros, et 
al., 2012). If the purpose of PLCs is to change practice, there is a need for further study to 
clarify the notion of practices as well as the group methods for identifying what and how 
to change practices (Riveros, et al., 2012). In addition to individual traits, the traits of the 
group play a role in affecting practices. Research suggests the norms of the group make a 
difference to the success of the PLC (Brouwer, et al., 2012). The group may be 
ineffective if teachers in the group have inadequate reflective practices (Brownell et al., 
2006).  
Finally, the successful development of community is not guaranteed by formation 
of a PLC. In one study, Brouwer and colleagues (2012) reviewed literature and identified 
8 research-based principles of community-building. They conducted a study to evaluate 
the success of these principles to develop community and found application of these 
principles did not develop community as expected. This suggests more research is needed 
to understand the dynamics of adult learning in community and the development of a 
teacher community of practice in the form of a PLC (Brouwer, et al., 2012). These 
studies also suggest that simply forming a PLC does not yield the desired results. In fact, 
success is much more complex (Lujan & Day, 2010: Brouwer, et al., 2012; Brownell, 
2006). Researchers are still working to fully understand the nature of the obstacles and 
the reasons PLCs fail to live up to the expected transformations of school culture (Kruse 
& Louis, 1993; Servage, 2008). The range of obstacles related to complexities of 
perception, reflection and relationship point to the need for greater understanding of the 
perceptions of participants.  
	  	  
40	  
Elements supportive of PLCs. While it appears that obstacles to PLCs challenge 
schools and districts, there are some conclusions that can be drawn from research about 
teacher and culture traits that support PLC development. Culture and teacher traits and 
beliefs are closely connected to the establishment of the workplace culture, or community 
of practice. Values, norms and beliefs are described as acting as “internal social control 
mechanisms” with greater power than external controls or pressures (Kruse & Louis, 
1993, p. 7).  Teacher traits, including tendencies for reflective practices, can be tied to 
beliefs and can be described as affecting the culture.  Higher levels of discourse and 
critical reflection are traits of advanced groups (Gates & Watkins, 2010). Researchers 
suggests that groups solely focused on student learning do not achieve high levels of 
effectiveness in supporting teacher learning (Gates & Watkins, 2010; Riveros, et al., 
2012).  
Gates and Watkins (2010) studied stages of group development and autonomy in 
PLCs and noted that focus on student learning alone was exhibited by groups at the 
lowest stage of group functioning (Gates & Watkins, 2010). These authors claim that the 
dual focus on teacher and student learning is critical, and the highest level of PLC 
functioning occurs with the teachers take responsibility not just for student learning or 
their own learning, but for the inquiry path and learning of the group or community of 
practice (Gates & Watkins, 2010; Riveros, et al., 2012). This notion matches the 
conceptual framework of teachers negotiating meaning as learners in communities of 
practice (Riveros, et al., 2012; Wenger, 2000).  
Prytula (2012) conducted a small phenomenological study focused on three 
teachers and found that the PLC model supported the development of teacher 
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metacognition. The stated assumption of the author was that a successful PLC was likely 
to have higher levels of teacher collaboration. The two findings were that the PLC 
context is not only hospitable to metacognition, but actually supports the development of 
metacognition, and that the PLC leader’s level of metacognition affected the leadership 
of the group. Additionally, there was a level of meta-strategic knowledge noted that 
included knowledge of the strategies used to learn (Prytula, 2012). A leader with higher 
levels of metacognition had a positive effect on the group, and could raise the level of 
group talk and learning (Prytula, 2012). The author notes the small study may not be 
generalizable; however, findings suggest a need for further research on the use of PLCs 
as a tool to increase group member metacognition. This study is relevant because of the 
focus on the thinking traits of members and the possible impact of the leader in building 
the reflective capacity of the group. This further supports the ideas of other researchers 
that the awareness of the learning of the group connects to high levels of PLC functioning 
(Gates & Watkins, 2010).  
The research suggests that it is beneficial for leaders to have an understanding of 
the theoretical framework of situated cognition. To address the complexity of 
collaborative adult learning in the workplace, leaders need to understand the human 
elements of collaborative learning and have an awareness of their own learning as well as 
group learning. A leader needs to have an accurate picture of the ideal of a community of 
practice, the value of higher levels of discourse and the growth of metacognition and 
reflection. This understanding will help central office leaders to diagnose the 
development stage of groups within the system and to differentiate the approach and the 
professional development plans accordingly. This research also creates a picture of the 
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professional development needs of principals as they learn to work more effectively with 
complex groups at different stages of development. 
Professional Development  
One theme that emerged in the literature review was the need for professional 
development to build teacher and leader capacity to implement PLCs. PLC 
implementation varies across schools, with some schools using PLCs as a form of topical 
training, while other schools have PLC development as the end goal of professional 
development. A newly emerging area is the use of PLCs, or PPLCs as professional 
development for principals. This section of the literature review addresses research 
related to professional development for Professional Learning Communities (PLCs). 
Much of the research on PLCs focuses on implementation of teacher PLCs, but may be 
relevant for groups organized in similar ways. This also has relevance for principal 
learning since principals are responsible for professional development of teachers. This 
section will focus on stages of development of professional learning communities, group 
readiness and needs identification, models of professional development and implications 
for leaders and principal learning in PPLCs.  
Stages in development of PLCs. Research suggests that PLC groups move 
through stages of development (Gates & Watkins, 2010; Owen, 2014). Understanding the 
stages of PLC development will support effective consideration of professional 
development needs of the group (Owen, 2014). While Gates and Watkins (2010) noted 
stages of group development in relation to autonomy, Owen (2014) identified traits of 
groups working at different stages, providing a framework for analysis of stages of PLC 
development.  The early stages emphasize student learning, whereas the advanced stages 
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focus on the collegial learning. The author found that the schools with a longer history of 
the practices had achieved more advanced stages of development. The advanced stages of 
development were characterized by cultures of debate, challenge and inquiry (Owen, 
2014). This is consistent with the findings of Gates and Watkins (2010).  
Owen’s (2014) research is relevant not only because of the analytic framework of 
stages of PLC development, but also because it connects to the idea of critical discourse 
as a trait of highly achieving PLC cultures (Gates & Watkins, 2010; Lujan & Day, 2010; 
Prytula, 2012; Riveros, et al., 2012; Servage; 2008). This research also supports the 
conclusions of researchers who note that efforts to guide PLCs to focus solely on student 
outcomes will hold back not only teacher learning, but group development as well 
(Owen, 2014; Prytula, 2012; Riveros, et al., 2012). This focus on the adult learning 
contrasts with the widely used DuFour model of PLCs, which emphasizes focus on 
student learning, collaborative culture and a focus on results (DuFour, 2004). DuFour’s 
model does include reflective dialogue as part of collaborative practice, but critics note 
the imbalance of focus on student learning and data compared to teacher learning 
(Zemelman, et al., 2012).  Leaders can consider the developmental stage of the group in 
planning professional development. 
Assessing readiness and training needs. Because of the variance in individual 
and group traits, it may be necessary to consider a differentiated approach (Easton, 2012; 
Horn & Little, 2010; Owen, 2014; Thessin, 2015). Research suggests the importance of 
professional development focused on improving talk in collaborative groups (Levine & 
Marcus, 2010; Owen, 2014). Leaders may also have to develop skills using tools to push 
groups to higher levels of functioning (Easton, 2012; Levine & Marcus, 2010). When 
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training to implement PLCs, one of the areas of consideration is determining the existing 
level of teacher skill in structuring the focus of collaborative meetings.  
Levine and Marcus (2010) studied the effects of meeting structures and focus. 
They found the use of protocols helped teachers make work public and allowed 
participants to guide or move toward or away from topics. The value of the protocol was 
affected by the teacher ability to use descriptive language adequate to create a picture of 
practice for colleagues (Levine & Marcus, 2010). Even with use of protocols, many 
discussions by study participants focused more on classroom management than 
pedagogy. The authors note use of the protocol itself will not push groups beyond the 
cultural norms of what to share in a discussion. The critical friends protocol used was 
described as very open-ended and dependent on the group to extend and frame thinking. 
This suggests the effectiveness of the protocol is more limited by the culture of the group. 
Use of a dyad reflection activity provided prompts to extend thinking; researchers suggest 
this may take talk further. There is an implication that the protocols may not adequately 
move groups beyond negative norms (Levine & Marcus, 2010). This study is important 
because the use of protocols is a concrete tool leaders can use for facilitating sessions and 
for guiding facilitators. This study suggests the protocol alone may not be enough. The 
leader may need to analyze the reflective capacity and the norms of the group to diagnose 
the training needs. 
As groups work toward learning, use of conjecture and hypothesis allow some 
unorganized, chaotic, or messy thinking aloud as part of the movement toward applicable 
teaching concepts (Horn & Little, 2010). Authors categorize this as principled talk, or 
talk that connects experiences to principles of teaching or interpreting learning, rather 
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than to tips, tricks, advice, or remedies. This helped the teachers generate theories that 
supported learning and agency. They identify four moves that support professional 
learning: normalizing, specifying, revising and generalizing (Horn & Little, 2010).  Horn 
& Little’s (2010) idea of rough draft thinking supports the recommendations of Easton 
(2012), who argues for leaders and groups to accept chaos as groups demonstrate self-
organization and negotiate practices and inquiry.  
In a research-based argument, Easton (2012) makes the claim that PLCs need a 
learning design focused on adult learning. This tailored design for learning will help 
leaders to push groups to higher levels of functioning (Easton, 2012). Leaders may have 
to apply a framework for analysis of group discourse to identify needs (Horn & Little, 
2010; Owen, 2014). Once group interactions and needs are analyzed, it may be valuable 
to use a differentiated approach with a focus on adult learning (Easton, 2012; Thessin, 
2015). Servage (2008) similarly argues PLCs are inadequately focused on adult learning. 
She argues that for PLCs to truly transform schools, rather than reform, PLCs require a 
transformational learning approach that would take PLC members beyond reform to a 
true transformation of schools.  
Servage (2008) suggests a particular element is missing in the practice PLCs: a 
focus on personal interactions and personal transformation as part of adult learning in 
community. In a seminal article on professional learning communities, Kruse & Louis 
(1993) note “a sustained and undeviating focus on student learning can be considered a 
core characteristic of professional community” (p. 13). A unifying theme across research 
is that the adult learning is also a core characteristic of PLCs, and within the PLC, 
discourse promotes learning (Kruse & Louis, 1993). Discourse is necessary for adult 
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learning, and the level and type of discourse within the group is critical to the success of 
the group (Gates & Watkins, 2010; Owen, 2014; Prytula, 2012).  
Professional development models. Many schools focus professional 
development efforts solely on the development of PLCs. Many other schools use PLCs as 
a means of delivery of topical professional development, or training in specific areas of 
instruction. Research suggests this second approach may have a positive impact on 
creation of some conditions that align with the theoretical framework by increasing the 
shared repertoire of the group (Christ & Wang, 2013; Lotter, Yow, & Peters, 2014).  
In a qualitative case study conducted by Christ & Wang (2013), the professional 
development goal of the project was to improve the use of research-based instruction in 
an early childhood classroom. The professional development model that was applied 
included strategies connected to the theoretical framework of communities of practice; 
training was specifically designed to build mutual engagement, joint enterprise and 
shared repertoire, all elements of communities practice, as part of the training in use of 
research-based instructional practices (Christ & Wang, 2013). Authors ascribe the 
effectiveness of professional development to specific strategies that include starting with 
focus on current practice before shifting to new practices, working to integrate practices 
by modeling and engaging teachers in reflective practice, and using researchers as 
facilitators to introduce new practices (Christ & Wang, 2013).  
Another study conducted by Lotter, Yow & Peters (2014) found a similar positive 
result from use of PLC to deliver topical PD. They found improved use of inquiry 
practices in secondary math and science through a focused PLC model. Researchers 
focused on improving staff learning of research-based math and science inquiry practices 
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through development of a community of practice. They started with outside training to 
create a shared background prior to application in a situated experience in the regular 
school-year program. The study found increased mutual engagement, increased joint 
enterprise and increased shared repertoire, as well as increased use of new instructional 
strategies. This study, like the study of Christ & Wang (2013), found positive results in 
similar areas studied, and both also used outside facilitators as brokers, acting as bridges 
to outside learning (Lotter et al., 2014; Wenger, 2000). Additionally, the Lotter, Yow, 
and Peters study (2014) found that shared professional development was a factor in the 
development of community.  
Professional development focused solely on development of PLCs appears to 
have mixed results (Mansberger, 2006; Thessin, 2015). A study conducted by 
Mansberger (2006) found a need for professional development for all levels of the 
system. They also found that leader supports and traits matter to the success of the 
initiative. In giving complete autonomy to the PLCs to determine the problems to study, 
the approach focused more on a school improvement and problem-solving approach. 
When group suggestions for change clashed with broader school and district beliefs, the 
authenticity of the autonomy was undermined (Mansberger, 2006).  
Easton conducted a review of the research and argues that the solution to the 
many obstacles will not be a method, but a design for learning (2012). Implications of 
this review suggest the leadership focus on prescriptive steps will not assist groups. What 
is necessary is a focus on learning as the end goal, which will require an adaptive 
approach to meet the different needs of the group (Easton, 2012).  
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Principal Learning and PLCs. 
Easton’s (2012) idea of incorporating a design for learning was echoed in the 
research on professional development for principals. Principals are school leaders. 
Therefore, principal learning will include elements of instruction, supervision and 
management, and also of leadership. Davis, Leon, & Fultz (2013) explored how 
principals learn to lead. They highlighted responses from principals’ interviews 
indicating that one way districts can support their learning is through “participation in 
professional learning communities with job-alike principals in their districts or across 
levels” (Davis, Leon, & Fultz, 2013, p. 17). Surveys from one hundred and one urban 
principals resulted in researcher findings that the professional development of principals 
should follow seven principles of adult learning. Learning should be self-directed; use 
prior knowledge to interpret new learning; be relevant; be problem-based and require 
knowledge integration; challenge assumptions and beliefs; be social; and increase 
dependence on inquiry (Davis, Leon, & Fultz, 2013).  
This echoes the work of Zepeda, Parylo & Bengston (2014), who analyzed 
principal professional development according to adult learning theory. They found 
relevancy-oriented and problem-centered learning was critical to principals, suggesting 
“principals valued professional learning that was relevant to the realities of their daily 
work and the barriers they were facing (p. 309). Tied to adult learning theory is a vision 
for “learning-oriented” leadership, which according to Drago-Severson & Blum-
DeStefano (2013) would attach a developmental approach to supporting leaders through 
transformational growth as a collaborative system. The four “pillars” of this model 
include teaming, collegial inquiry, providing leadership roles and mentoring. Authors see 
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these pillars as “distinct yet mutually reinforcing” (p.14). Related to learning in this 
context is the personal match for the individual, relative to his own approach to learning 
(Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano, 2013).  
With principals and districts trying to learn how to implement PLCs, Ermeling & 
Gallimore (2013) argue the need for a proven implementation model for schools. They 
compared the approaches of 40 districts against the results of a five-year study of 
effective learning teams in nine elementary schools. They found districts demonstrated 
either compliance-driven or workshop-inspired approaches that fell short of expectations. 
The effective schools were identified for practices that included use of protocols and 
guidelines for identifying the focus of collaborative work. The authors argue that recent 
workshops on student assessment as the means and end of PLC work may have 
prioritized exclusive focus on student learning at the expense of equally prioritized 
teacher learning (Ermeling & Gallimore, 2013). Authors suggest leaders themselves need 
more training to be effective in designing the approach to school implementation of 
PLCs.  
Other researchers agree the leader development is lacking. One quantitative study 
of 214 school leaders focused on administrative beliefs about collaboration compared to 
actual collaboration (Leonard & Leonard, 2005). Researchers found that all the 
administrators surveyed valued the idea of collaboration but viewed actual practices as 
deficient. Authors note that while the role of the principal is critical to effect change in 
school cultures, principals may not have the skills to be successful. In discussing the 
findings, authors suggest that it will not be enough for schools and leaders to work 
toward developing collaborative communities; it will also be necessary to work toward 
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development of school leaders (Leonard & Leonard, 2005). The need for professional 
development for school principals to effectively implement PLCs emerged as a theme 
across the literature (Braun, et al., 2011; Cranston, 2009; Ermeling & Gallimore, 2013; 
Leonard & Leonard, 2005; Honig & Rainey, 2014). A concern is the ability of principals 
to implement a model without any direct experience of learning in a community (David, 
2009). 
One challenge principals face in learning to develop PLCs may be lack of 
understanding about what PLCs are, as well as a lack of experience participating in PLCs 
as a learner. One researcher noted after interviewing principals that a major finding was 
that lack of a clear definition affected practices, and the concept of a learning 
organization is “so abstract that it is very difficult to define” (Voulalas, Sharpe & Fenton, 
2005, p. 191). Even DuFour and DuFour (2012) note that “many of the schools that 
proudly proclaim to be professional learning communities do none of the things PLCs 
actually do” (p. 3). This requires district leaders to define the approach within their 
system. This becomes especially important for districts to consider as standards for 
principals change.  
Expectations for principal expertise are formally articulated in the updated 
standards of practice for principals. In 2015, the National Policy Board for Educational 
Administration (NPBEA) released updated 2015 Professional Standards for Educational 
Leaders, formerly the ISLLC standards (NPBEA, 2015). Standard seven relates 
specifically to traits of Professional Learning Communities, stating that “Effective 
educational leaders foster a professional community of teachers and other professional 
staff to promote each student’s academic success and well-being.”  The detailed 
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description from the standards contains traits commonly associated with learning 
communities such as common mission, vision, and goals (DuFour  & DuFour, 2012; 
Graham & Ferriter, 2010):  
Establish and sustain a professional culture of engagement and commitment to 
shared vision, goals, and objectives pertaining to the education of the whole child; 
high expectations for professional work; ethical and equitable practice; trust and 
open communication; collaboration, collective efficacy, and continuous individual 
and organizational learning and improvement (NPBEA, 2015). 
 
Much of the research on PLCS focuses on teacher learning, and Principal PLCs 
(PPLCs) as a form of professional development for principals are still an emerging area 
of research (David, 2009; Honig & Rainey, 2014). Even so, some districts and education 
ministries have implemented the practice on a larger scale and provide some beginning 
understanding of PPLCs and how they are being used (Honig & Rainey, 2014; Millar, 
2005; Piggot-Irvine, 2004; Stewart, 2005; Zepeda, et al., 2015). One structured PPLC 
initiative was the Mentor Project, which was part of a leader development initiative by 
the New Zealand Ministry of Education (Millar, 2006; Piggott-Ervine, 2004, 2006; 
Stewart, 2005). Millar (2006) and Stewart (2005) describe the model used for widespread 
PPLCs in New Zealand. Authors describe the use of virtual and actual PPLCs based on 
the PLC model for small group learning (Millar, 2006). Millar (2006) notes a major focus 
of the PPLC is critical reflective practice. In the New Zealand model, each PPLC group 
determined its own norms and worked at different paces to develop a community of trust 
(Millar, 2006). A major feature was the support of deep learning and the idea that “In 
order to go deep and develop the notion of slow learning and reflective thinking about 
leadership PPLC groups need to explore their context together” (Millar, 2006). The role 
of context in the needs of the PPLC has implications for district level facilitators.  
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One facilitator of PPLCs in New Zealand collected perceptions of principal 
participants, and found principals did report an increase in reflection, challenging 
dialogue and focused thinking (Piggot-Irvine, 2004). Despite that, the researcher 
described the PPLC model as in its infancy. The same researcher published a critique of 
the model two years later based on field notes. Piggot-Irvine (2006) noted that while a 
high number of participants appeared to meet the criteria of effective PLCs, there was a 
lack of focus on data and accountability, and a degree of resistance to a requirement for 
performance outcomes. Additionally, there was variation in degrees of engagement, 
cohesion and retention across groups. She recommended a shift to an action research 
model as a way to improve the practice of a PPLC (Piggot-Irvine, 2006). 
In a joint research project between the University of Minnesota and Toronto and 
the Wallace Foundation, researchers focused on leadership, but specifically the 
connections to student learning (Wahlstrom, et al., 2010). They call their study of school 
system leadership “the largest study of its kind conducted to date in the United States,” 
covering nine states, 43 school districts, and focused on the idea that “leadership is 
second only to classroom instruction among all school-related factors that contribute to 
what students learn at school” (p. 6).  
This study addresses leadership across areas, but one area of focus included the 
role of district leaders in supporting principals’ learning. Researchers conducted 
extensive surveys of principals and found “little evidence that most districts have a 
coherent professional development system for principals” (p. 20). The conceptual 
framework for the study focuses on “the aspects of the larger school system, including 
leadership at several levels, which interact to influence student learning” (Wahlstrom, et 
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al., 2010, p. 5). While authors note the importance of district level leadership, they note 
that “Linking district leadership to student learning is like trying to grasp a cloud: you 
can see it before you, but in trying to grasp it you may settle finally for describing the 
conditions in which it emerges” (Wahlstrom, et al., 2010, p 31).  
Wahlstrom and colleagues (2010) did find that “in higher-performing districts, 
central office leaders believed in their capacity to develop more effective principals, and 
they set expectations for implementation of specific sets of leadership practices” (p. 21). 
Authors provide minimal descriptions of such practices, noting general terms like 
planning, walk-throughs, supervision and data use. This makes it difficult for central 
office leaders to draw specific conclusions about effective central office strategies to 
support the leadership practices. However, based on the findings, authors emphasize the 
responsibility of central office leadership to develop school leaders, noting “Individual 
principals cannot go it alone” (p. 32).  
The Learning for Leadership study noted that a large group of 92-100% of 
principals identified the importance of leadership that creates “structures and 
opportunities for teachers to collaborate,” and found that the professional community 
model supported shared leadership (Wahlstrom, et al., 2010, p.  14). Authors conducted 
regression and path analysis and tied shared leadership to positive effects on state 
standardized testing. Because of the size of the study, authors note “these findings 
provide the strongest empirical evidence to date about the potential effects of shared 
leadership, instructional leadership, and trust in the principal,” all noted as elements of 
professional community that impact instruction through collaborative focus on sharing 
practices to support student learning (Wahlstrom, et al., 2010, p. 11). The effect of PLCs 
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on student learning and the call for district support of principal learning warrants further 
research into how central office administrators can better support development of 
principals. 
The PPLC to support principal learning is still described as a new practice (Honig 
& Rainey, 2014; Zepeda, et al., 2015). Honig and Rainey (2014) conducted a study of 
central office facilitators of PPLCs for principals. They met with inconsistent results. 
Central office leaders were provided a framework aligned with a communities of practice 
model to use during PPLC meetings. What researchers found was that not all central 
office leaders were adequately prepared to facilitate the model, suggesting greater 
research and training may be needed. They found that central office leaders who followed 
the traits of the communities of practice framework had better results, including higher 
levels of discourse. Those that did not follow the framework did not achieve high group 
functioning or high levels of discourse and inquiry focused on practices (Honig & 
Rainey, 2014). Researchers suggest further study is needed regarding central office roles 
and district practices that support PLCs (Honig & Rainey, 2014).   
Even though they found inconsistent results and noted more research is needed, 
Honig and Rainey (2014) did describe effective strategies used by some central office 
facilitators of Principal Professional Learning Communities. Authors found the model 
effective with two conditions: first, use of a teaching rather than managerial mindset; and 
second, intentional creation of “other conditions to foster their success” (p.1). These 
conditions may include “focusing on principals’ instructional leadership as joint work, 
modeling, developing and using tools, creating opportunities for all principals to serve as 
PPLC learning resources, and brokering, including the active mediation of outside 
	  	  
55	  
resources” (p. 39).  Honig and Rainey (2014) called for further research designed to build 
understanding of principal learning in PPLCs and how central office leaders can support 
this process.  
Some districts consider using outside experts to build principal capacity through a 
PPLC. To address professional development needs of principals, one five-year study 
centered on uncovering principal perceptions in PLCs as job-embedded learning. This 
study focused on a five-year university-district partnership with the purpose of exploring 
how principals construct meaning during a change process focused on learning to 
implement PLCs (Humada-Ludeke, 2013). The author noted the gap in research focused 
on the voice of the principal about their learning in PLCs, and the findings suggest 
continued use of such job-embedded experiences to support principal learning. The study 
is useful because of its alignment to the proposed study and the shared focus on 
perceptions of principals. It provides one avenue for central office leaders to support 
principal learning through a university partnership.   
Zepeda and colleagues (2015) applied Honig and Rainey’s (2014) research to 
emphasize principal professional development in a PPLC in Clarke County School 
District in Georgia. The study spanned four years and data collection included 
observations of PLC planning and implementation. The research method included 
shadowing the superintendent, observing the PPLCs, and analyzing artifacts and field 
notes from superintendent debriefings. Findings of the study note that the reflective 
process and conversations were critical to the principal learning in the PPLC. This 
research is highly relevant to the proposed study because of the role of central office in 
the support of principal learning in a PPLC. Specifically, the study focused on the 
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development of the principal as “lead learner” in their buildings (p. 309). Authors 
describe the context of the Clarke County professional development as part of developing 
a performance culture in schools. This aligns with the common focus of teacher PLCs on 
improving student performance (DuFour, et al., 2006).  
Artifacts studied in the CCSD initiative include charts of changed beliefs in 
principals and student achievement data (Zepeda, et al., 2015). Researchers observed the 
change process and the interactions of principals in the PPLCs, but the data gathered 
focused primarily on the perception of the superintendent collected through field notes on 
debriefing sessions. This research extends Honig & Rainey’s (2014) consideration of the 
role of central office in supporting PPLCs and provides understanding of how a central 
office role may support principal learning in PPLCs. However, the voice of the principals 
does not emerge strongly in the CCSD data collection (Zepeda, et al., 2015). 
Additionally, accountability was an element in the study. With the long span of Zepeda’s 
study (2015), principal learning was enacted through activities that required them to 
replicate the PLC activities in their buildings.  
The role of self-selection, accountability, and autonomy is complex and there is 
lack of agreement on the importance of these elements in teacher PLCs (Brownell, et al., 
2006; DuFour, 2011; Hargreaves, et al., 2012; Voulalas, et al., 2005). It is possible these 
elements have impact on PPLCs as well. In addition to leaving a gap about the 
perspective of principals about their own learning, the CCSD study by Zepeda and 
colleagues (2015) raises interesting questions when considered in the context of the 
critique by a New Zealand central office facilitator of PPLCs who noted the 
accountability requirements of New Zealand PPLCs were disincentives to engagement 
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(Piggot-Irvine, 2006). The CCSD initiative was led by a superintendent guiding the 
district PPLC, and while it incorporated reflection and shared vision and goals, the 
initiative focused on an action orientation, requiring principals to demonstrate learned 
skills (Zepeda, et al., 2015).  
Piggot-Irvine (2006) found that the requirement for principals to demonstrate 
outcomes caused resistance she attributed to the variations in group success. This has 
implications for central office leaders. The PPLC may be as complex and challenging to 
successfully implement as the teacher PLC because of the challenges of the individual 
differences and principal perceptions of requirements. A central office leader issuing a 
requirement to participate in a PPLC or to include performance outcomes related to 
implementation could have a result that has not been fully studied in the PPLC research. 
More research is needed to understand the perceptions of principals about pre-determined 
topics or performance expectations for a PPLC. 
 Better understanding of principal perceptions throughout the process of learning 
will help central office administrators make decisions about mandating either PPLCs or 
topics for study within the PLC. Honig and Rainey (2014) recommend specific central 
office practices as beneficial to the principal experience in a PPLC. These include 
“focusing on principals’ instructional leadership as joint work, modeling, developing and 
using tools, creating opportunities for all principals to serve as PPLC learning resources, 
and brokering, including the active mediation of outside resources” (Honig & Rainey, 
2014, p. 39). This continued exploration of principal perceptions of learning in a PPLC 
will help guide district work and build principal knowledge. 
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Principal knowledge has been described as falling into four categories: knowledge 
of people, knowledge of organization, knowledge of task, and finally tacit knowledge 
which guides the adaptation and application of skills specific to a particular context 
(Lazaridou, 2009; Mumford, et al., 2000). This latter category of tacit knowledge is 
developed over time through job-embedded experiential learning (Lazaridou, 2009). This 
idea connects to Honig and Rainey’s (2014) suggestion that central office leaders see the 
development of principal instructional leadership as “joint work” (p. 39). Central office 
development of principal knowledge related to how to lead relates to multiple elements in 
a knowledge typology, including knowledge of task, people and tacit knowledge gained 
through experience (Lazaridou, 2009; Mumford, et al., 2000). The category of knowledge 
of people intersects with the first stream of literature focused on the interpersonal 
complexity of teacher traits, beliefs and culture. Principal learning must encompass deep 
understanding or interpersonal and group complexity. This becomes more important with 
the widespread use of PLCs for teacher development and the expectation that principals 
demonstrate expertise with leading these communities. The opportunity for deep learning 
and critical reflection in a PPLC will support principal learning and help build 
experiential knowledge of learning in a PLC (Piggot-Irvine, 2004; David, 2009; Davis, 
Leon, & Fultz, 2013).   
To support professional development focused on PLCs, research suggests leaders 
need to build their capacity to support the preconditions and the supports for PLCs 
(Honig & Rainey, 2014). Leaders need to develop greater understanding of stages of 
group development and levels of group discourse. This may require leaders to identify the 
readiness of the group and to understand the necessary preconditions for success. 
	  	  
59	  
The use of a PLC model to deliver professional development has the benefit of 
building shared repertoire and may foster the more rapid development of community 
(Wenger, 1998, 2000). The added benefit is the PLC model as a vehicle for training may 
more easily introduce the role of a “broker,” or someone who serves to bring new 
learning into the group (Wenger, 2000). An additional benefit is the models described by 
researchers include training practices aligned with practices of the theoretical framework. 
Professional developers need to consider adult learning, and in particular, transformative 
learning that can change beliefs and practices (Servage, 2008). The professional 
development leader needs to be able to model the required reflective role until the group 
becomes more autonomous with reflective dialogue. This research may help provide a 
framework for leader analysis of group interactions to guide professional development 
planning.  
Leadership to Support PLCs 
Leadership is a critical area for successful implementation of Professional 
Learning Communities.  While leaders play a critical role, they often lack the skills to 
effect change or build community (Cranston, 2009; Ermeling & Gallimore, 2013; 
Leonard & Leonard, 2005). This section of the literature review focuses on leadership 
strategies that support PLCs.   
District or central office leadership stances that support PLCs include an 
understanding of the important role that principals play in PLC implementation 
(Cranston, 2009; Honig & Rainey, 2014; Mullen & Hutinger, 2008). Researchers Fink 
and Resnick (2001) describe a district community of practice through which principals 
would experience a cognitive apprenticeship, or the opportunity to practice skills through 
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participation in a nested learning community, a term used to describe a learning 
organization with layers of learning communities working to build internal capacity (Fink 
& Resnick, 2001). Despite that early description, there is limited research on the role of 
district level or central office leadership and professional learning communities (Honig & 
Rainey, 2014). Research has shown a connection between the leader’s preparation and 
the use of effective practices to support PLCs (Braun, et al., 2011). This may be relevant 
for central office leaders responsible for hiring and staff development of principals.  
At the school level, leaders may need to consider various ways to support PLCs. 
A school or district leader is responsible for professional development and development 
of culture, and must take into account the unique needs of the group to have a positive 
impact (Fink & Resnick, 2001). In a seminal study on the role of principals in a new 
paradigm for learning through PLCs, Boyd and Hord (1994) describe the principal role as 
modeling, coaching, staff developing, and facilitating, as well as using conflict as an 
opportunity. Research shows a benefit from principal as facilitator or participant in PLCs 
(Mullen & Hutinger, 2008). There is also a benefit to partnering with a university and 
bringing in an outside facilitator (Linder, Post, & Calabrese, 2012). This matches earlier 
described models that succeeded with a “broker” to outside learning, (Christ & Wang, 
2013; Lotter, et al., 2014; Wenger, 2000).  
Research suggests leader preparation should include developing competence in 
Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) (Braun, et al., 2011). Researchers Ermeling 
& Gallimore (2013) call for more clearly adaptable models of PLCs for leaders to follow. 
The leader should focus on more than student learning, and must emphasize adult 
learning as part of the focused work (Brownell, et al., 2006; Ermeling & Gallimore, 2013; 
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Prytula, 2012; Riveros, et al., 2012; Servage, 2008). Drago-Severson describes four 
pillars of adult learning: teaming, providing leadership roles, collegial inquiry, and 
mentoring (Drago-Severson, 2008). This has implications for leaders responsible for 
supporting adult learning. It is important that principals and central office leaders view 
adult learning from a developmental perspective (Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano, 
2013).  
While research suggests the principal’s role is critical in supporting PLCs, 
research identifies shared leadership as important to effective practice (Mullen & 
Hutinger, 2008; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008; Wahlstrom, et al., 2010). Research suggests 
leaders may need to develop their own capacity for inquiry, conflict and debate to 
negotiate topics with teachers through shared leadership (Hackmann, Walker, Wanat, 
2006; Honig & Rainey, 2014; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). Recent research on principal 
learning suggests principals benefit from district support or job-embedded professional 
development to learn how to do this (Davis, Leon, & Furtz, 2013; Piggot-Irvine, 2004; 
Wahlstrom, et al., 2010; Zepeda, et al., 2015). Reflective dialogue is an important 
element of the PPLC (Piggot-Irvine, 2004; Zepeda, et al., 2015). Central office leaders 
need more understanding of how to foster this in PPLCs (Honig & Rainey, 2014). 
One theme that reemerged in the leadership stream is the importance of the 
quality of discourse in developing cultures that support inquiry, debate and build 
community (Cranston, 2011; Honig & Rainey, 2014). Nelson and colleagues (2010) 
conducted a study focused on use of norms, protocols, and guiding questions to improve 
talk. Researchers found that use of protocols may be effective in improving the quality of 
talk in collaborative groups (Nelson, et al., 2010). The study suggested that leaders 
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focused on improving the quality of discussion and fostering deep conversation need to 
take “intentional and transparent steps” to model for teachers (Nelson, et al., 2010, p. 
177). Authors characterize the skilled leader as one who can employ tools such as 
guiding questions and protocols to raise the level of group inquiry and discourse. This 
supports the findings by Honig and Rainey (2014) and Levine and Marcus (2010) that 
suggest a positive effect of the use protocols to lead PLCs. The reflective capacity of the 
leader may be critical; Nelson and colleagues (2010) note that fostering dialogue requires 
a suspension of judgment and creation of a trusting culture for exploring ideas. This 
requires self-awareness and reflective capacity in a leader (Kruse & Louis, 1993; 
Mezirow, 1997). 
District-led professional development has become more important for principal 
learning (Davis, Leon, & Furtz, 2013; Wahlstrom, et al., 2010). With district leaders 
emphasizing principal learning, it becomes necessary to consider what the learning 
outcomes may be. In considering the degree of accountability for performance outcomes 
in a PPLC, practices in the few PPLC studies do require principals to demonstrate PLC 
implementation in their schools (Zepeda, et al., 2015) or to set individual improvement 
goals (Humada-Ludeke, 2013). Others had mixed results with accountability, or 
emphasized deep learning and going more slowly with change in order to go deep 
(Piggot-Irvine, 2006). In looking at district roles in tri level reform, a change process that 
is too fast does not allow deep change or deep learning (Fullan, 2010a).	  	  
Unfortunately, there is little research about the experiences of principals in these 
communities. The voice of the principal will be important to understanding how to design 
learning. Central office leaders and principals need to develop deep understandings of 
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collaboration, discourse, adult learning, and the role of brokers in bringing new learning 
to the group. Finally, the leader needs to develop his own capacity for reflection.  
Summary  
It may be tempting to abandon a practice so plagued with obstacles, but leaders 
who understand the complex reasons for PLC failure can better adapt and strategize to 
support the initiative. This literature review provides a foundation for consideration of 
elements of group traits, beliefs and culture that serve as obstacles or supports for PLCs.  
It is only with a deep understanding of the cultural and interpersonal elements of learning 
in community that the leader can effectively diagnose the professional development 
needs to build system capacity. 
Research consistently noted the importance of discourse, but more research is needed 
to guide leaders to support groups toward higher functioning and increased capacity for 
critical reflection and discourse. Studies also suggest there is a need for improved leader 
understanding of the nature and purpose of PLCs and the underlying theoretical 
framework. Even though some research-based practices can guide school and district 
leaders, the research suggests further study is needed to improve understanding of the 
complex nature of adult situated learning in schools. 
The literature review also identified certain gaps in research. Most notable was an 
absence of literature related to district or central office leadership actions to support or 
participate in PLCs or to support the learning of principals through PLCs, or PPLCs. 
Another area of undeveloped research is the role of central office or school leader as 
broker, helping to act as the connection to new learning and to higher levels of group 
discourse. If districts are to achieve the potential of Professional Learning Communities, 
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further research is needed to explore strategies for building capacity of principals, 
teachers and groups.  
This research studied principal perceptions of participation in a PPLC guided by 
Honig & Rainey’s (2014) recommendation that the central office facilitator should apply 
a teaching rather managerial mindset. The teaching mindset was informed by the body of 
research related to PLCs as professional development and an understanding of the traits, 
beliefs and culture that impact PLCs, and recommendations to incorporate sociocultural 
learning theory to schools as social learning systems.  Additionally, the design of this 
research extended Honig & Rainey’s (2014) research by building understanding of 
principal learning in a PPLC and the role of central office in supporting the PPLC.	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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
Introduction  
This research aimed to help uncover principal perceptions of participation and 
learning in the first year of a central office-facilitated PPLC as a way to explore elements 
related to successful principal learning in a PLC (Honig & Rainey, 2014). The findings 
will be used to revise and enhance the district approach for the future. This study focused 
on building knowledge about the perceptions of principals participating in a PLC with 
other principals as part of job-embedded learning. The intent of this research was to 
extend exploration of the role of central office leadership in principal professional 
learning communities through facilitation of principal PPLCs within a nested learning 
communities model (Fink & Resnick, 2001).   
The theoretical underpinning of the research was that through the participation in 
a Professional Learning Community principals would experience a cognitive 
apprenticeship, or the opportunity to practice skills through participation in a nested 
learning community, a term used to describe a learning organization with layers of 
learning communities working to build internal capacity (Fink & Resnick, 2001). This 
was a study of an existing district initiative to develop an administrative professional 
learning community.  
The district initiative had two goals. One area of focus was to build the capacity 
of the principals and supporting central office administrators through a book study 
focused on effective use of data to improve instruction. A second area of focus included 
building capacity of the team to work as a learning community and to develop 
	  	  
66	  
experiential learning of practices that support effective development and implementation 
of a learning community.  
The design of the district initiative included monthly Administrative Council 
meetings structured as an administrative PLC facilitated by the researcher in a participant 
role as a central office curriculum director. This PLC (AC PLC) was originally made up 
of superintendent, curriculum directors, special education directors, human resource 
director, business manager, technology and systems supervisors, principals and assistant 
principals. The focus of this PLC level was a monthly book study on effective use of data 
to support school improvement. Non-instructional staff did not attend after introductory 
work. The second level of learning community included two PPLCs for building 
principals. One PPLC included the middle school principal and assistant principals. The 
other included elementary principals. Each PPLC met weekly or biweekly and was 
supported by the researcher in a participant role as a central office curriculum director. 
The facilitation of the PPLC and the full administrative council PLC (AC PLC) was 
guided by the literature review of practices to support adult learning in communities.  
Research Design and Rationale 
The purpose of this hermeneutical phenomenological study was to describe the 
experiences of school principals during and following participation in a PPLC nested 
within a district wide administrative professional learning community (AC PLC). 
Learning in community is a complex multilayered process that combines personal and 
social learning and various levels of group development, likely reflecting both a personal 
and group learning journey. The phenomenological approach aligns with epistemological 
assumptions of an interpretive paradigm. The research applied a social constructivist lens 
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to study principal perceptions of their participation in district yearlong professional 
learning communities facilitated by a central office administrator.  
The experiences of individuals varied, but descriptions of participants experiencing 
the same phenomena were used to help uncover the essential qualities and the meaning of 
the lived experience (Van Manen, 1990). Rather than describe the essence of the 
community itself, as in empirical phenomenology, the hermeneutical approach aimed at 
describing what it means to be in the learning community (Vagle, 2013). The unit of 
analysis is the description of the experience, or the inter-subjective relationship between 
participants and the experience, as manifested through language in their descriptions of 
the lived experience (Vagle, 2013; Van Manen, 1990).  
The phenomenological approach involved the researcher and participants as co-
researchers engaged in the construction of knowledge through a process of reflection and 
dialogue (Moustakas, 1994). The epistemology of a phenomenological approach is that 
intentionality or consciousness is the source of knowledge (Moustakas, 1994). Through 
the act of perceiving or recollecting an experience (noesis), the individual attaches 
meaning (noema). Anything known has been made conscious through intention. 
(Moustakas, 1994). In this case, the principal participants engaged in recollection of their 
experiences, and through the act of reflection, they assigned meaning as they described 
the lived experience. Van Manen describes language as “the only way by which we can 
bring pedagogic experience into a symbolic form that creates by its very discursive nature 
a conversational relation” (1990, p.111). The data collected about participant perspectives 
provided a textual description of lived experiences. The researcher applied a 
hermeneutical analysis to the participant description of lived experiences.  
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A hermeneutical phenomenological method was selected because according to 
Moustakas (1994), such research focuses on the description of participant experiences, 
but also the underlying conditions and history that contribute to the experience of the 
phenomenon. According to Moustakas (1994), the interaction between the participant and 
the underlying conditions and unique history account for the description of experience. In 
this case each participant’s description of the experience developed through a reflective 
process about both the experience and the underlying conditions and experiences that 
ground each person as they interacted in the learning communities.  
Van Manen (1990) describes the combination of phenomenology and hermeneutics in 
the following way: “Phenomenology describes how one orients to lived experience, 
hermeneutics describes how one interprets the ‘texts’ of life, and semiotics is used here to 
develop a practical writing and linguistic approach to the method of phenomenology and 
hermeneutics” (Van Manen, 1990, p. 4). The participants’ descriptions of lived 
experiences were already a linguistic representation of their experiences, reflected 
retrospectively (Moustakas, 1994; Van Manen, 2014). The researcher worked to 
synthesize rich descriptions of participants and develop a full interpretation of 
experiences even though a perfect interpretation is difficult (Moustakas, 1994; Van 
Manen, 1990). The process of hermeneutical phenomenological analysis of the 
participant descriptions allowed the researcher to engage in a process of reading and 
reflection that helped develop an interpretation of what it means to be in a principal 
professional learning community within a nested communities model. 	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Site and Population  
Population description.  
Purposeful sampling was used to select participants for the study (Creswell, 
2015). Participant volunteers represented a homogeneous sampling of volunteers already 
engaged in a district initiative. Convenience sampling played a role because the 
researcher had access to the site, the principals and the assistant principals. Group size 
was appropriate for phenomenological studies which focus on studying experiences of 
smaller numbers of participants who have experienced the same phenomenon (Creswell, 
2009). There is no minimum number of participants in a phenomenological methodology 
(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012; Vagle, 2013; Van Manen, 2014) as long as the data can 
yield rich descriptions to examine the phenomena (Van Manen, 2014). Because the goal 
of phenomenological research is not empirical generalizability, it is argued by 
phenomenologists that the notion of sampling and other empirical generalizations do not 
apply. Van Manen (2014) describes these as “concepts that belong to different qualitative 
methodologies. Qualitative research is not well-served by validation schemes that are 
naively applied across various incommensurable methodologies” (p. 347). While some 
phenomenologists are reluctant to apply criteria for group size, others have offered 
examples of desirable sizes, ranging from a minimum of one or two participants 
(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012; Vagle, 2013) or at least “more than one” (Smith, Flowers, 
Larkin, 2012, p. 16), to group sizes ranging “from 3 to 4 individuals to 10 to 15” 
(Creswell, 2013, p.78).  Since in phenomenological research, it is important to match the 
sample size to the context of the phenomenon, the original proposed sample size of six 
was appropriate. The six principals comprising the target population all agreed to 
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participate, even though the original proposed study could still have taken place with a 
smaller number according to the suggested group sizes for the methodology (Vagle, 
2013; Van Manen, 2014; Smith, Flowers, Larkin, 2012). 
The target population for the PLC included two teams of principals, one from across 
three elementary schools and one team made up of a middle school principal and two 
assistant principals. Two of the elementary principals started in the district as first-time 
principals, and had been in the role five years or less. One of the elementary principals 
had prior experience as a principal in another district, and had been in the current role for 
five years.  Two of the middle school principals were experienced, and one had been in 
the role for less than three years.  While the middle school principal had extra layers of 
responsibility, grade level and subject area responsibilities had been divided equally 
across the three roles of principal and two assistant principals so each acts as a primary 
instructional leader within the building for an entire grade and for assigned subject areas. 
The principal described this as like having three principals in the building. Each of the 
three principals is responsible for working with their assigned grade level teams. This 
includes attendance and participation in all team meetings for the grade, and guiding the 
teacher work to support students at the grade level. The work of the principal and the 
assistant principals in regard to instructional leadership was parallel, so for this study they 
were considered job-alike as instructional leaders.  
Of the six principals, five were male, and one was female. At the secondary level, 
there was one principal and two assistant principals. Priority was given to protecting 
anonymity of participants easily identifiable by role or gender identification. For this 
reason, gender-neutral pseudonyms and use of male personal pronouns throughout were 
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used to protect the identity of all participants, and prevent singling out the female 
participant. Additionally, to ensure anonymity, the term “principal” was used consistently 
instead of identifying participants by role. Pseudonyms assigned were Alex, Billie, Lee, 
Mattie, Kendall, and Payton. Each principal was responsible for building-based 
professional development focused on school and district goals. Five of the six 
participants have had some experience in a group labeled as a PLC, some of which while 
they were principals, and some which were facilitated by central office personnel. None 
had experience in a PLC made up solely of principals or administrators, nor have any 
participants had experience leading a PLC before.  
Two central office curriculum administrators support schools and principals. 
There are no K-12 subject area supervisors or literacy or math coaches. This requires the 
principal to act as the primary instructional leader in the building, working in close 
coordination with the central office curriculum administrators. 	  
Site description  
The location for the study was a small suburban school district in the northeastern 
section of the United States. The district is comprised of one high school, one middle 
school, and three elementary schools. The district is a high achieving, fairly affluent 
suburban school district with highly involved parents and community members who 
maintain high expectations for performance. With rising costs, the district struggles to 
maintain resources and remain competitive compared to other highly achieving school 
districts. The administration is lean compared to neighboring school districts. The 
instructional leadership includes the superintendent, two curriculum administrators and 
principals. There are department chairs at the secondary level, but not the elementary, and 
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there are no curriculum area supervisors or coaches. The curriculum office leaders and 
principals work together closely to share these responsibilities.  
The district recently recognized the need to offer system-wide training in more 
effectively using data. The district planned to build greater capacity in the principals as 
instructional leaders capable of developing effective building level collaborative teams 
focused on using data to improve instruction. At the time of this study, the administration 
had just undertaken a yearlong nested professional learning communities initiative. Two 
layers of learning communities took place to foster collaborative learning. A district-wide 
PLC focused on a book study related to improving use of data to support student learning. 
In between the monthly district-wide administrative meetings, job-alike principals met in 
PLC groups to apply learning. The district expectation was that principals would start to 
employ similar strategies to build distributive leadership and collaborative learning 
communities within their buildings over the next several years. The superintendent 
recognized the complexity of the change process and the need to go slower to support 
deep learning and change (Fullan, 2010a; Piggot-Irvine, 2004). Principals had the 
autonomy to set individual goals to apply learning through the course of the first year of 
the initiative.  
The three elementary schools represented slight variations in demographics. One 
school tended to have more expensive homes and affluent parents. This school was facing 
enrollment growth at a level that strained the facility. The second school had greater 
diversity and a greater proportion of economically disadvantaged students. This school 
was also facing rising enrollment. The final school fell between the other two in both 
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achievement and demographic diversity, with affluent parents as well as families who 
struggle economically.  
The middle school housed grades six to eight for the whole district. The building 
leadership was made up of one principal and two assistant principals. The middle school 
operated according to a team philosophy with the middle school grade level team 
operating as the primary teacher collaboration structure within the building. The principal 
and each of the assistant principals took full responsibility for instructional leadership of 
an entire grade level and assigned subject areas. 	  
Site Access  
 The researcher had access to the site, the principals and the district initiative. The 
district PLC initiative was intended as a form of administrator and principal professional 
development conducted by the researcher in a central office curriculum administrator 
role. Both the former and current superintendent supported the proposal for research topic 
and population. Individual participants gave informed consent after the Internal Review 
Board process was completed.  
  Potential barriers included difficulty obtaining full participation of all six 
principals. Ensuring confidentiality and anonymity in reporting may have helped 
encourage participation and access to staff. Additional barriers to access included 
schedule constraints for voluntary participants. The researcher had to offer flexible 
options for participation with interviews. Additionally, as teams occasionally cancelled or 
rescheduled meetings due to conflicts, the researcher had to separate the role of 
researcher from the role in central office and allow the changes to occur as they naturally 
would in a district without the interference of research or data collection expectations. 
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Research Methods 
Data Collection Methods 
The research included research activities identified by Van Manen as part of the 
phenomenological method (Van Manen, 1990; Vagle, 2013). These include: “turning to a 
phenomenon which seriously interests us and commits us to the world; investigating 
experience as we live it rather than as we conceptualize it; and reflecting on the essential 
themes which characterize the phenomenon” (Van Manen, 1990, p. 30-31). 
Qualitative data was collected through three scheduled interviews with each 
participant over the year, totaling eighteen interviews. Interviews used a semi-structured 
approach to focus on the phenomenon being studied yet allow for the emergence of 
varied themes and perspectives (Moustakas, 1994; Vagle 2013). This interview data was 
triangulated with data collected from observations through transcriptions of audio 
recordings of PPLC meetings occurring weekly or biweekly over the 2016-17 school 
year. Additionally, the researcher field notes and journals, with recorded observations of 
meetings were used as additional data to triangulate results. Additional confirming data 
included artifacts such as agendas, supporting documents, and emails.  	  
Interviews. Interview subjects were identified because of their participation in a 
district nested professional learning communities model. Principals were invited to 
participate after the Internal Review Board approved the research proposal. Each 
participant received a letter providing a full description of the purpose and process of the 
research, inviting participation and informed consent. After all principals agreed to 
participate, the researcher scheduled three interviews with each of the six principal 
participants, resulting in eighteen interviews serving as the primary hermeneutical text for 
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analysis. Interview questions were developed according to phenomenological focus on 
concrete details of lived experience, not on analysis, abstractions or interpretations (Van 
Manen, 1990). Use of an interview guide with general broad questions was used to help 
participants develop rich in-depth descriptions of the experience (See Appendix A) 
(Moustakas, 1994).  
Three interviews were conducted with each principal participant. The first two 
interviews were approximately thirty to forty-five minutes in length. The first focused on 
experiences as participants or leaders of Professional Learning Communities. This helped 
elucidate prior experiences and perspectives related to the phenomenon. The second 
interview focused on concrete details of principals’ experience in nested learning 
communities in the district during the 2016-2017 school year, after the end of February, 
after participants had the opportunity to experience the routines of the phenomenon. The 
final interview took place at the end of the 2016-17 school year, in May or June. The 
focus was on each principal’s lived experience in professional learning communities and 
clarification and extension of themes that emerged in the earlier interviews.  
The interviews provided the primary description of participant experiences. 
Participant consent included agreement to be recorded, so interview data was collected as 
an audio recording and transcribed. Additionally, researcher field notes during and 
immediately following each interview were used to collect data about observed details of 
the interview. Minimal field notes were taken during interviews to avoid detracting from 
the flow of discussion. Interview data was triangulated against data from transcribed 
meetings occurring throughout the year and the researcher’s field journal with recorded 
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observations of meetings. Additional verification of emerging themes was made through 
use of artifacts, such as agendas, supporting documents, and emails.  	  
Observations. Observation data was collected through transcribed audio-
recordings of small group meetings occurring weekly or biweekly through the year.  
Two bounded PLC groups: The middle school and elementary principals held 
weekly or biweekly PLC meetings as small groups to support learning in job-alike 
groups. These meetings were supported and/or facilitated by the researcher in a central 
office role. These smaller monthly PLC groups were nested in the work of the larger 
monthly district PLC meeting focused on a book study. The smaller PLC meetings were 
focused on principal application of book study topics discussed in the larger groups. The 
elementary group was comprised of three elementary principals from different schools. 
The middle school group was comprised of a middle school principal and two assistant 
principals in the same building. All principals who agreed to participate in the study 
agreed to have the small group PLC meetings recorded.  
District Administrative Council PLC (AC PLC) Meetings: The large group AC 
PLC included principals and assistant principals from five buildings as well as central 
office staff including superintendent, directors (Human Resources Director, Elementary 
and Secondary Curriculum Directors, Special Education Directors, Technology Director), 
Managers (Business Manager), Supervisors (Technology Network Supervisor, 
Data/Child Accounting Supervisor, Accounting Supervisor). The district AC PLC took 
the form of a monthly shared book study and work sessions focused on improved use of 
data to improve student learning. Not all members of the district administrative team gave 
consent to audio-recording the meetings, so the large group PLC meetings were not 
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recorded. Researcher field notes were used to document and describe study participant 
involvement in those meetings to serve as data to confirm developing interpretations. 
After the beginning of the year, the AC PLC was comprised only of principals and central 
office administrators related to instruction instead of the full central office team. This 
adjustment was made in the fall after the launch and vision work took place for the whole 
team.  
The transcriptions of ongoing audio-recorded meetings were used for 
triangulation with scheduled interview data to confirm interpretations and conclusions 
derived from interview transcripts. These data sources supplemented the interview data 
and provided a broader sample and more in-depth description of interactions within the 
groups. Audio-recordings of PLC meetings were used to confirm interpretations 
emerging from field notes and interviews. 
Observations about content, setting, body language, tone, and other nonverbal 
cues were recorded in field notes during and immediately following PLC meetings. 	  
Artifacts. Artifacts included field researcher’s journal, emails, agendas, and 
development documents that could be used to challenge or confirm the developing 
interpretations of principal learning emerging in the interviews and the recorded meetings 
occurring throughout the year. The field researcher’s journal was used to record 
observations during and immediately following PLC meetings over the course of the 
2016-17 school year. These included the monthly district level PLC book study meetings, 
the small job-alike weekly or biweekly PLC groups with elementary principals, or middle 
school principals. 
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Data Analysis Procedures 
Analysis included research activities identified by Van Manen as part of the 
phenomenological method (Van Manen, 1990; Vagle, 2013). These included “describing 
the phenomenon through the art of writing and rewriting; maintaining a strong and 
oriented pedagogical relation to the phenomenon, and balancing the research context by 
considering parts and whole” (Van Manen, 1990, p. 30-31). 
Data analysis was focused on identifying themes that emerged from participant 
descriptions in scheduled interviews, meeting transcriptions throughout the year and field 
researcher’s journal and observations. Hermeneutical analysis was applied to interpret the 
meaning of experiences and the underlying conditions “that account for the experience” 
(Moustakas, 1994, p. 10). 
The phenomenological act of bracketing, or suspending personal beliefs, biases and 
theories is made continuous in the process of hermeneutical analysis, or through the 
hermeneutic circle, as the researcher must engage in continual bracketing of all emerging 
interpretations and prejudgments during the writing process (Moustakas, 1994; Van 
Manen, 2014).  This maintains openness to the possible interpretations, and a continual 
challenging of emerging interpretations through a return to the described life experiences. 
This hermeneutic reduction recognizes that it is not fully possible to forget pre-
understandings, and the researcher must “practice a critical self-awareness with respect to 
the assumptions that prevent one from being as open as possible to the sense and 
significance of the phenomenon” (Van Manen, 2014, p. 224). The phenomenological 
practice of “bridling” is used to describe the shift from “bracketing” pre-understandings 
to a more ongoing and “reflexive act” of challenging assumptions and interpretations 
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throughout the study (Vagle, 2013, p. 68). This bridling is part of the hermeneutic circle 
of analysis  
After data collection, Van Manen (1990) recommends the following research analysis 
activities: (1) “reflecting on the essential themes which characterize the phenomenon, (2) 
describing the phenomenon through the art of writing and rewriting, (3) maintaining a 
strong and oriented pedagogical relation to the phenomenon, and (4) balancing the 
research context by considering parts and whole” (p. 30-31). To organize data and 
provide specific structure for analysis of descriptions of lived experience, a modified Van 
Kaam Method of Analysis of Phenomenological Data was used (Moustakas, 1994). This 
method includes the following steps: listing and preliminary grouping (horizonalization); 
reduction and elimination, clustering and thematizing; identifying and testing themes 
against the description; creating textural description; creating structural description; and 
finally, creating a universal description of the experience to reflect the group as a whole 
(Moustakas, 1994) 
As emergent themes were identified, a process of horizonalization was applied to give 
equal value to themes (Moustakas, 1994). A process of reflective reading and writing 
were used to analyze and interpret interview descriptions. This began a process of 
theming the data (Saldaña, 2013). Readings included holistic, selective, and detailed 
readings focused on what each level of text could reveal about the phenomenon (Van 
Manen, 2014). The analysis applied first cycle coding methods starting with descriptive 
and in vivo coding, which were identified by Saldaña as appropriate to almost all 
qualitative research (Saldaña, 2013). Pattern coding was used to organize the first cycle 
emergent codes into major themes (Saldaña, 2013). The synthesis of themes resulted in 
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“a description of the meanings and essences of the experience, integrating all individual 
textural-structural descriptions into a universal description of the experience representing 
the group as a whole” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 122). Once identified, emergent themes were 
placed in a chart with the accompanying supporting text. Overlapping categories were 
further collapsed. To challenge interpretations and increase validity, the researcher cut 
the chart apart and completed a new sorting of the text evidence to confirm the 
consistency of categories. The themes that emerged in interviews were triangulated with 
data from recorded meetings, observations, and artifacts including field researcher’s 
journal, agendas, documents or emails.  
Additionally, member-checking was used to increase validity of researcher 
interpretations. This occurred through sharing of textual copies for written or verbal 
feedback. Participants were invited to act as co-researchers in working to clarify and 
confirm interpretations (Moustakas, 1994). The researcher sent all participants an initial 
copy of themes, subthemes, findings, results and conclusions to confirm interpretation. 
Participants were invited to provide feedback. Additional short member-checking 
interviews were conducted to confirm with three participants. Two were in person, and 
one was by phone with a follow-up email. Participants confirmed the accuracy of the 
themes, subthemes, findings, results and conclusions as well as recommendations.  
Organization of Data. As artifacts from PLC meetings were collected, they were 
organized in separate binders for each PLC group. Interviews and transcriptions were 
also organized in binders. The three interviews for each participant were organized in a 
section for each participant using a name known only to the researcher. During initial 
coding, a spreadsheet was used to list codes. Codes were noted for the first participant in 
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a spreadsheet. Participant pseudonyms were listed as column headers. Codes for each 
participant were listed down one column. Similar codes for the next study participant 
were placed on the same row in a new column. New codes for each participant were 
added to a new row at the bottom of the chart. This allowed the viewing of common 
codes across rows as they emerged. Emergent themes were added to a chart and matched 
with supporting text. Finally, after categories and subthemes were finalized, a chart was 
created for each participant listing subthemes across the columns. Textual evidence was 
listed by line number.   
Stages of Data Collection  
To understand the experiences of principals, it was necessary to collect the 
perspectives of their common experiences of the phenomenon. Data was collected 
throughout the 2016-17 school year. The primary data of the research was the interviews 
with principals. Interviews occurred in three stages, in December, the end of 
February/beginning of March, and at the end of the school year in late May or early June. 
Observation data was collected in the field researcher’s journal throughout the study at 
each of the monthly meetings and during the interviews. Additionally, the monthly, 
weekly or biweekly PLC meetings were audio-recorded for each group to serve as 
confirming data for triangulation.  
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Figure 3.1 Stages of Data Collection 
 
Ethical Considerations 
The proposed study involved human subjects; therefore, it was important to take 
measures to ensure ethical procedures were followed to protect participants. The study 
was approved by the Internal Review Board (IRB), but the proposal did not require 
review by the full board.  Since the researcher was acting as a participant in a research 
study with colleagues in the place of employment, the ethical considerations were more 
complex because of the “close relationship between the researcher and participants” 
(Creswell, 2015, p. 590). It was important to ensure through the informed consent period, 
and throughout the study, that there was no feeling of coercion or pressure to participate. 
It was important to make sure participants knew they were free to withdraw at any time. 
It was also necessary to describe the focus of the study to help participants consider 
whether they wanted to participate.  
• Introductory	  interview	  
December	  2016	  
• Analysis	  and	  coding	  	  
• ObservaCon	  data	  collecCon	  
and	  analysis	  during	  
PLCs(ongoing)	  
Fall	  2016	  
• 2nd	  Interview-­‐early	  March	  
• Analyis	  and	  Coding	  
• ObservaCon	  data	  collecCon	  and	  
analysis	  during	  PLCs(ongoing)	  
Winter	  2017	  
• ObservaCon	  data	  collecCon	  and	  
analysis	  during	  PLCs(ongoing)	  
• Final	  Interview	  end	  of	  May/early	  June	  
• Analysis,	  coding,	  member-­‐checking	  
Spring/
Summer	  2017	  
	  	  
83	  
 The researcher operated with full transparency. To address ethical concerns, 
procedures included full disclosure and active consent with the stipulation that 
participants could withdraw at any time with no negative effect. The risk of harm was 
minimal provided confidentiality was provided. The benefit of a positive short and long-
term effect on professional development for participants outweighed the minimal risks. 
To ensure confidentiality, participant names and any identifying school information were 
removed from reporting. The validity was a concern, especially with the close 
relationship between researcher and participants and the interpretive paradigm of a 
qualitative study. To ensure validity, the researcher used multiple sources of data. The 
use of observations, field notes and member-checking was used to confirm the qualitative 
interpretation of information provided in interviews.  No principals’ names were used in 
reporting, and information about district, schools or sites was not reported with any 
identifying features. This provided the greatest degree of confidentiality for all 
participants to minimize risks and maximize benefits.  
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Chapter 4: Findings, Results And Interpretations 
Introduction 
This study focused on the experiences of principals in a district initiative focused 
on developing PLCs through a nested learning communities approach.  All principals 
participated in an Administrative Council PLC (AC PLC) focused on building the 
capacity of the principal and central office administrators through a book study focused 
on effective use of data to improve instruction. The large group AC PLC made up of 
principals and central office administrators met once a month over the school year to 
focus on predetermined chapters for the book study. To focus on “doing the work of a 
PLC” rather than just learning about a PLC, the book study focused on practicing the 
protocols and activities of the book’s process for working effectively with data (DuFour, 
et al., 2006).  
Principals also participated in a job-alike Principal Professional Learning 
Community (PPLC). The first, a middle school PPLC, included three middle school 
principals (a principal and two assistant principals) who met weekly during the first half 
of the year and biweekly in the second half of the year. The second PPLC included three 
elementary principals who met twice a month. The focus of the PPLCs was to extend and 
practice book study learning and collaboratively plan to apply new learning in their 
leadership contexts with teachers. The facilitation of the PPLCs and the full 
administrative team PLC (AC PLC) was guided by the literature review of practices to 
support adult learning in communities.  
 A hermeneutical phenomenological method was selected because according to 
Moustakas (1994), such research focuses on the description of participant experiences, 
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but also the underlying conditions and history that contribute to the experience of the 
phenomenon. According to Moustakas (1994), the interaction between the participant and 
the underlying conditions and unique history account for the description of experience. In 
this case each participants’ description of the experience developed through a reflective 
process about both the experience and the underlying conditions and experiences that 
ground each person as they interacted in the learning communities. The experiences of 
individuals varied, but descriptions of participants experiencing the same phenomena 
were collected through a series of interviews to help uncover the essential qualities and 
the meaning of the lived experience (Van Manen, 1990).  
This study was composed of three semi-structured interviews occurring with each 
of six participants over the course of a school year, for a total of eighteen interviews. 
Transcribed recordings of regularly scheduled meetings along with collected artifacts and 
researcher observations collected over the year enabled the triangulation of data collected 
throughout the study.  
The textual description of participant experiences collected through interviews made 
up the primary text for phenomenological analysis. Rather than describe the essence of 
the community itself, as in empirical phenomenology, the hermeneutical approach aimed 
at describing what it means to be in the learning community (Vagle, 2013). The unit of 
analysis is the description of the experience, or the inter-subjective relationship between 
participants and the experience, as manifested through language in their descriptions of 
the lived experience (Vagle, 2013; Van Manen, 1990). Each participant had a unique 
perspective, but the researcher reviewed interview texts to identify emergent themes that 
described the common experience of principals participating in a PLC and the underlying 
	  	  
86	  
conditions that helped create that experience. Use of rich detailed descriptions in the 
participants’ own words adds the voice of principals to the emerging body of research on 
principal PLCs.  
This chapter begins with an introduction of each participants’ prior experience 
with PLCs as they began a year-long district initiative focused on PLCs. The district 
initiative focused on establishing a district level PLC, referred to as the AC PLC, and a 
smaller job-alike Principal Professional Learning Communities, referred to as a PPLC. 
The focus of the PLCs was to improve effective use of data by learning a data inquiry 
process that could be used district-wide.  This chapter presents the findings collected 
from the 18 individual interviews. Themes that emerged from the interviews were 
organized into four categories: Being in Community, Applied Learning, Interior Journey, 
Understanding of PLCs. Discussion of the findings unfolds through the words of 
participants as they described their experiences. 
Findings  
Prior PLC Experiences of Principals  
Participant 1: Billie, Middle School Principal. As a teacher, Billie had an 
experience in a PLC facilitated by a central office staff member. Billie described his prior 
experience as a PLC in name only. 
I think in that first interview when you asked me what my views are on PLCs, the 
only thing I have to go on is what I know, which is very limited. The model, now 
looking back, was very top down. "This is what we're doing, we're going to call 
this a PLC, and this is what we're doing." We really weren't. We were having 
meetings. We all left with ...very little collaboration. 
 
 He described feeling little value and impact from participation, “I contributed, 
but hmmn [meh- sound]. I’m not sure it was really a PLC? Because…I felt … I wasn’t as 
	  	  
87	  
important.”  He recalled feeling, “Ok, I know we’re calling it this, but what is this?” and 
explained, “Unless you are overtly shown what it is and how it works, you’re just kind of 
doing it with the leaders and with the people who are running it.  And that’s been my 
experience.”  
Participant 2: Alex, Elementary Principal. Alex had prior experience in a PLC 
facilitated by an outside consultant arranged by a central office staff member. The PLC 
team was one of many district teams made up of representatives from each building and 
was tied to a district response to concerns about state test scores.  He recalled a lack of 
clarity about PLCs, asking “…but what truly is a PLC? Because you’re curious and you 
need that, but we didn’t get that. I think we were just going through the process.” He 
described a series of small group assignments and sharing out in a large group as part of 
the process.  
Participant 3: Lee, Elementary Principal. Lee participated in a PLC that fell 
apart during leadership instability and change, noting a lack of clarity about the 
experience.  
My overall experience is somewhat limited because I do think I know the theory 
behind them, and I don’t think my experience is – or there’s really been a time 
where I felt like, oh, this is a PLC... I could call it that but I don’t know, knowing 
what I know of it and what it’s supposed to be, I don’t think I’ve been part of one 
that’s been – until this one.  
 
Participant 4: Kendall, Middle School Principal. Kendall had a limited PLC 
experience with an outside consultant who used a PLC as a vehicle for professional 
development in co-teaching. He also had limited experience observing teachers who 
participated in a Communities of Practice experience. He noted, “Having had that little 
background with the CoP, I was really optimistic about this process. Going into it, going, 
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‘this is the way to do this.’ To do it right.” Kendall described looking forward to the 
district PLC initiative. 
 
…collaborating with teachers and coming up with a – solving a problem, and 
working that problem through the collaborative process, and seeing it in the 
classroom and then coming back and reflecting on either a practice or a strategy, 
…that’s what I was envisioning – as we went into it we would discuss the initial 
process which we didn’t know a lot about since it was a book study, and then we 
would meet with subgroups, and then put our plan into action. 
 
Participant 5: Mattie, Middle School Principal. Mattie had a previous 
experience in a PLC organized by central administration and made up of both teachers 
and administrators. The initiative focused on improving instruction and he described a 
PLC as “Collaboration for a common purpose.” He recalled the opportunity to hear 
different perspectives was very valuable.  
Participant 6- Payton, Elementary School Principal. Payton had no prior 
experience with PLCs. He noted the closest approximation might have been departmental 
collaborations as a teacher, but nothing that was ever termed a PLC.  
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Figure 4.1 District Layers of Nested Learning Communities 
 
 
Transcripts were studied until four major themes emerged. The four major themes 
correspond to categories of intersecting layers that comprise participant experiences in 
PLCs. The four themes that emerged are Being in Community, the Applied Learning 
Context, The Interior Journey, and Understanding of PLCs.  
Being In Community 
 The first theme related to principals’ described experiences being in a community 
of principals. Subthemes include connection/collegial support and learning, shared 
vision/purpose, and focus on instructional leadership versus management.  
 
AC PLC 
Monthly administrative council PLC: 
book study on use of a data inquiry 
process for school improvement. 
 
Meets monthly for shared professional 
development focused on book study, 
exemplars (text and video), protocols 
and opportunity to practice steps and 
strategies as a group. 
 
Members: All principals, central office 
administrators including directors and 
superintendent.  
PPLC 
Principal Professional Learning 
Communities to extend book study 
learning and plan implementation with 
teachers. 
 
MS PPLC- MS principal and two 
assistant principals working with the 
same staff in a distributed leadership 
model for instructional leadership 
meeting weekly to biweekly. Members 
include one principal and two assistant 
principals in a middle school. 
 
ES PPLC- Three elementary principals 
from three different buildings acting as 
the primary instructional leader 
meeting biweekly. Members include 
three elementary principals of three 
different elementary schools. 
Building Level Application with 
Teachers  
Application related to use of data 
inquiry process and instructional 
leadership to improve instruction and 
student learning. Principals as  PPLCs 
used  autonomy in determining specific 
application in their contexts. 
 
Middle School: Developed a Teacher 
Leadership team and used pre-existing 
departmental teams as teacher PLCs to 
implement effective strategies for using 
data to improve instruction. 
 
Elementary Schools: Principal-led 
work with teachers to implement 
effective strategies for using data to 
improve instruction 
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Applied Learning Context 
The second theme emerged from participant descriptions of related experiential 
learning in their individual leadership contexts. Subthemes include action-orientation, 
contextual filters, instructional leadership, long-term/goal-oriented thinking, change 
process, supports and obstacles.  
Interior Journey.  
Each participant also described a layer of experiences that could be described as 
an interior journey or landscape that made up part of the experience. Subthemes include 
personal investment, trust/risk, self-awareness, interpersonal awareness, self-doubt vs. 
self-efficacy, letting go and comparative thinking.  
Understanding of PLCs.  
The final theme category related to an evolving understanding of PLCs, both the 
knowledge gain and the skills principals described as connected to PLCs. Subthemes 
include clarity, student-focus, structure, shared leadership, and role of principals.  
 
Figure 4.2 Themes and Subthemes 	  
Being	  in	  
Community	  
• Collegial	  
connecCon,	  
support	  &	  
learning	  
• Shared	  vision	  
&	  purpose	  
• Focused	  on	  
instrucConal	  
leadership	  vs.	  
management	  
Applied	  
Learning	  
• Contextual	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• AcCon-­‐
oriented	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• Obstacles	  
• Long	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  /
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• Leading	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Interior	  
Journey	  
• Investment	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  vs.	  risk	  
• Self-­‐
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awareness	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  vs.	  
eﬃcacy	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  go	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• Clarity	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• Structure	  
• Shared	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• Role	  of	  
principals	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Theme 1: Being in Community  
A majority of participant descriptions focused on the experiences and benefits of 
being in a community of fellow principal colleagues. The theme of Being in Community 
is comprised of subthemes of connection, support, shared learning, shared vision and 
purpose, and instructional leadership vs. management. 
Subtheme 1: Collegial connection, support and learning. Connection was 
identified as references to bridging isolation or bringing people together, building team 
cohesion or interpersonal understanding. Collegial support included advice, shared 
perspectives, reassurance and emotional or professional support such as empathy, shared 
struggle, or collaborative problem-solving. 
Five of the six participants described the connection in relation to the typical isolation 
of their leadership roles. Payton described the PLC as bridging the solitary nature of the 
elementary principal role, “It’s nice to not always feel like you’re on that island.” He 
described the missing connection as feeling that “You don't have anybody to necessarily 
bounce …off those ideas, …Or just … when you're feeling down to go and just get that 
pick-me-up of, ‘Hey, you're doing the right thing, stay at it.’"  
Billie described “that working together versus isolation is big.” Alex reflected, 
“That’s the biggest thing that we need to realize. That we’re not in this alone.” Mattie 
noted that “sometimes being an administrator is a lonely position.” Lee described it as 
“comforting” to solve problems collaboratively “as opposed to me just trying to do 
something on my own.”  
All participants noted the greater isolation of the elementary principal compared to 
secondary counterparts. Alex extended the typical experience of an elementary principal 
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working as the solitary principal in the building with a comparison to perceived 
differences with secondary administrative teams. 
We’re isolated whereas with the middle school and the high school you have 
fellow administrators to have dialogue back and forth immediately...You can say, 
‘that didn’t really go over well,’ or ‘that went well,’ or ‘what do you think of that, 
or how was my approach to this?’ You don’t have that feedback as an elementary 
principal. … I feel like we’re on a different plateau. I think the elementary[s] are 
just coming together. And I think by you bringing us together I think we’re 
having that—we’re starting to loosen up and to feel comfortable with the process.  
  
 Just because it’s just one person. And sometimes…it would be nice to have 
someone to fall back on… and I say fall back on, but like to confer… 
 
Alex described the PLC as supporting connection, noting, “I think we’ve made such 
progress coming back and being more of a collaboration or collaborative type of feel.” 
He viewed the elementary principals coming together as newly collaborative.  
Several participants found support in knowing others shared their struggles. Alex 
described this as bridging isolation.  
…we’re able to hear our colleagues, our fellow principals or administrators just to 
hear their struggles. And sometimes their struggles are maybe the same as your 
struggles. And it’s good just to know that you’re not out there in left field all 
alone, but there might be someone else that feels the same way that you’re 
feeling. 
 
Lee experienced this collegial support as a feeling of reassurance in the common 
struggle. 
I think it’s been reassuring that the three of us, specifically the three 
principals, even though we have different challenges when it comes to the 
staff and even the systems in place in the buildings…the commonality was 
reassuring…that we struggled to find time…even though we’re in 
different places, all three of us are struggling with the big issue of not 
having that system in place to make this go a little smoother.  
 
When principals across building teams shared, Alex found it beneficial to hear 
secondary teams describe “it was tough for us also.” He described it was helpful to know 
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“Okay, you're not the only one,” specifically related to “some of their challenges, and 
their triumphs regarding implementation of the PLCs there” [at the middle school].  
Kendall described the larger AC PLC collegial supports as building understanding 
of common struggles and ways to support one another. 
And then discussing with our colleagues in other schools like learning what … 
challenges they have and thinking well here [are] their challenges, and here are 
ours. And how do they connect, and what can I help an elementary principal with 
if they’re going to start to go through this process next year?  
 
In addition to the empathetic connection of a shared struggle, Lee described the 
collaborative problem-solving as collegial support.  
[What is reassuring is] knowing that I don’t have the answer, and the three of us 
or four of us I should say, coming up with that answer is going to help me reframe 
the problem, if one of us figures out a way to get something in place… there’s a 
better chance the four of us will come up with something. 
Payton appreciated the collegial support of advice, tips, and shared problem-solving. 
I value the fact that in this case, [Lee] has had a chance to run with it further than 
some of us. … it gives me an opportunity to say okay…give me some tips, give 
me some tricks. …You, [colleague] and I can talk and figure things out that then 
will benefit other people…Likewise, they can push through and do different 
things, and that hopefully their experiences can be shared to help us. 
 
Mattie “enjoyed…hearing from everyone's perspective.” Billie described that “all 
discussion is valuable. I think everyone did have something to contribute, and we can 
take away from other people's perspectives and their experiences.” He described in their 
own PPLC that they “each knew where each other was going so we offered a lot of 
advice and help before they went and as they were doing it.”  
Alex similarly described the benefit of coming together as a way of “opening your 
doors.” 
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But coming together as a group, it helps. And then hearing the secondary piece, 
although they’re totally different from our experience here, but just coming 
together and listening to what’s going on, and having the opportunity to share 
what’s going on in your building, and almost being okay with taking pieces of 
everyone’s experiences. And I think that’s the beauty of our administrative piece 
is that I hear something that Payton is doing, I hear what Lee is doing, I hear what 
Mattie and Kendall are doing, and it’s like you can take the best of both worlds. 
It’s almost like opening your doors. 
 
Kendall experienced his job-alike PPLC as supportive. 
Maybe one day I didn’t feel like – oh I’m not getting where I want be, but then I’d 
hear one of my colleagues have the same experience but then Mattie might [say] 
‘well here’s what’s working for me,’ and then well yeah that would work. So I 
could see something that they were doing that I could bring back to my group.  
Mattie felt that “being in a PLC with them is what helps create this camaraderie, I 
think and understanding of each other. I think that is a wonderful thing.” Even though the 
middle school team reported cohesion at the start of the initiative, Mattie believed “…this 
has brought us even a little more closer together. And not just that– to understand - to 
understand each other’s thinking a little bit more…”… “having that routine each Friday 
to talk … has brought us closer together.”  
Mattie saw the dialogue in the PLCs as building stronger connections on teams.  
I just think …it definitely brings us together whether we agree with things or not - 
on the focus of our building, of what we're trying to accomplish as a team, a team 
of three. And you know without that PLC… I don't think we'd be as far along with 
our …discussion about data in our school and how it fits in, so I definitely think 
that …it … brought us together and made us stronger as an admin team. 
 
To illustrate this greater connection, Mattie explained a spillover effect of the PLC 
discussions.  
And we didn't just talk about it when we met with you…we would continue to 
…talk about things. When there were gaps between our meetings we would talk 
about where we were…, so it definitely increased the communication with the 
three of us. 
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Meeting transcripts of Middle School PPLCs confirmed this perception. During 
meetings, participants made references to regular meeting outside of the PPLC to discuss 
and extend topics and to collaborate to solve system obstacles. For example, principals 
shared discussions related to overcoming obstacles and improving system supports. As a 
result of follow-up discussions, they worked toward a multi-year plan for development of 
common benchmark assessments to support collaborative analysis of student work. 
Additionally, they described plans to adjust the schedule to increase time for teachers to 
meet. They also shared resources related to the collaboratively developed plan for 
facilitation with teachers. 
Elementary principals similarly described feeling more connected to their job-alike 
PPLCs. Alex described, “I felt closer to that group. When I say closer ... because I could 
identify, like everyone in the room could identify with being an island and... You're 
working with yourself. You don't have anyone to have that feedback.” This shared 
struggle was described as a point of connection. Alex saw this as being able to identify 
with a shared “plight.” He believed fellow principals in the job-alike PPLC “could at 
least understand all of the pressures that we face as building principals and also they 
could understand where your staff members are.”  
Each of the principals described the opportunity to learn together as something 
valuable. Payton described the experience as learning from others’ perspectives and 
experiences, and connected the participation in the PLC to shared professional 
development. He also described a feeling of being new to the work as a group. 
I’d say that we’re all in similar spots in that PLCs are fairly new for most of us. 
… but …it’s nice to hear other perspectives, how they’re dealing with it, how 
they’re trying to incorporate it...As I said… getting professional development… I 
soak it up because …I don’t have the opportunity to go and do it anymore – as 
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much. So anytime I have a chance to sit and learn myself, I like to learn just as 
much as anybody else. I mean, how can I improve my craft? And what can I do 
better?  
 
Kendall described the shared learning. 
Especially during this learning process...because we’re learning PLCs. We don’t 
have all the answers… so that’s been very powerful for me. Just talking and 
thinking with your colleagues and brainstorming what’s our next step. And what 
could that look like? And then coming back and reflecting… is huge. 
 
One distinction principals made is between the shared learning that took place in the 
AC PLC compared to the PPLCs. Participants described the AC PLC as the place where 
the overall learning happened, whereas the PPLC was the place where the book study and 
AC PLC content was further extended or broken down for individual contexts.  Kendall 
likened it to a classroom focused on learning the big picture.  
 
…because in that [AC PLC] … it almost has a feel of a classroom approach 
because we’re doing that learning together, and there’s still collaboration, but … 
people aren’t really discussing their individual needs at that time. They’re 
learning the big picture – they’re learning the big picture of the … process. So 
that’s almost like the classroom.  
 
Kendall noted that “just for the overall learning of the group and getting everyone on 
the same page to the highest degree possible it [AC PLC] had to happen.”  
All participants valued having different perspectives in the PLC as part of the shared 
learning. Lee believed it changed his lens and helped him see things in a different way. 
I do think something I took out of that is an appreciation for the level of 
questioning and having multiple people look at the same set of 
information…having a group of people…may see something you’re not seeing, 
especially if it’s your own data, so I think that’s something that kind of sticks out. 
…what stuck out for me was just an appreciation for having a group of people to 
look at that information when they may not be directly invested in it. I think you 
get a deeper conversation about it when you don’t have those biases.  
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Payton described a benefit from the opportunity to learn together as a way to 
relieve pressure to “know it all.”  
It’s almost like you’re expected to when you … get to this point…you know it all, 
but of course we don’t know it all … It’s difficult. …there’s so much that goes 
into it that you know you don’t know… so I felt like at least here having that 
opportunity to stop and go … here’s what we want to focus on, here’s something 
we want – you know our shared vision… common discussion points, common 
language…that’s been nice for me. 
 
Lee found benefit learning from colleagues in “just hearing how Alex trained 
somebody with the protocols and I don’t think I was really able to put that into action, but 
I hadn’t thought about that….so Alex I think doing that gave me the idea…” He noted 
that “…it’s also good having three distinct buildings and looking at data and trying to 
uncover the causes of what we’re seeing. …and seeing the connections. Or hearing what 
others notice.” Lee found the process of shared learning achieved a better result because 
of the collaboration. 
 
I think our specific PLC while sometimes this creates challenges at different 
times, sometimes the different personalities in the PLC bring probably the best 
out of the group… at the end of the day, we’re making each other…better and I 
think looking at things with a much more well-rounded approach, not just with the 
approach that works for us individually or our backgrounds or experiences. I think 
it broadens our lens to look at everything in our perspective.  
 
Lee’s idea of “broadening our lens” connected to Alex’s statement about PPLCs 
“opening doors.” 
The middle school PPLC collaboration focused on extending the AC PLC book 
study learning by planning a common session plan for turnaround work with teachers. 
They described this as “planning the plan.” From the beginning they had expressed 
interest in this collegial planning model as something that would support their learning 
and work with teachers. Part of the collegial dialogue in the PPLC included debriefing 
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about how it went for each of them as they implemented the common plan. Mattie 
described this as the “period which I liked the most – the period to debrief about what 
happened when we actually presented to our groups… that’s probably my favorite time 
…to hear what happened with the other two, and for me to almost boast about some of 
the things that happened … in my meetings.” 
While all participants across both groups described the collegial conversations as 
valuable, one notable observations made in the facilitator’s journal was an “I vs. We” 
difference between the two PPLC groups to describe their planning for instructional 
leadership. Both groups discussed how they could apply specific strategies from the book 
study, but the facilitator noted more group coherence in the middle school PPLC’s “plan 
the plan” model. 
The common implementation plan at the middle school allowed them to debrief 
about leadership experiences with a great deal of specific detail, to the degree that in 
some meeting transcripts, the principals were retelling the dialogue that occurred between 
themselves and teachers and within a teacher group. For example, Billie shared a teacher 
comment that he used to spark discussion.  
 
I do remember [a teacher] said, “I may have an understanding of what the kids do 
or don't know, or how much I expose them… I don't know if I know what I'm 
doing. Am I doing it right?" I said, "Bam." It was a great comment. People kind of 
sat on that. She [said] "I think I'm doing the right thing…How do I know that I'm 
using best practice to teach this skill?"  
 
In contrast, in some cases, the elementary principals had little or nothing to report 
during debriefing because of obstacles in the system structures such as meeting times and 
availability of teachers to meet. For example, at one spring meeting, they reported no 
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opportunities to try turnaround work with conferences and state testing occurring in 
between PPLC meetings. They did not have the same structure for dedicated instructional 
leadership time with teachers so the content of the collaborative or collegial 
conversations and support differed across the two PPLC groups.  
Elementary principals used the PPLC to extend their book study learning and to 
support planning of turnaround work that varied by building. Transcriptions of the 
Elementary PPLC meetings show principal collaboration focused on problem-solving to 
improve system supports such as dedicated meeting time, intervention resources for 
teachers, access to data, proficiency with data tools and meeting protocols, and practice 
with leadership facilitation and participation in data meetings. It was more difficult to 
develop a common instructional leadership plan because professional development 
schedules did not align.  
The elementary PPLC planning dialogue included collaboration and support even 
though resulting plans differed. For example, Payton was describing difficulty creating a 
sense of urgency, and asked Lee, “Did you do that individually or did you do that as a 
whole group?” Lee described “what helped me” and made suggestions that “could be the 
step to take it off you” to further engage teachers. Similarly, the middle school PPLC 
debriefing dialogue focused on sharing their different experiences leading the work with 
teachers.  
Subtheme 2: Shared Vision and Purpose. Each of the participants described the 
PLC as having a unifying effect in the creation of a common vision, common 
understanding or common purpose toward which to work whether as a team or as a whole 
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district. Several participants described this as getting “on the same page.” One felt the AC 
PLC was “meaningful as an administrative team to kind of get us all on the same page.” 
Billie described it as unifying language across the school, explaining, “This has 
kind of not institutionalized it, but it allowed us to do it school wide. It gave us common 
language. It gave us common ways to do it.”  
In the small group PPLC, Kendall described this unity as valuable for the team as a 
step before taking the work to the teachers, explaining, “Before we’ve gone to our …data 
team with teachers, it’s getting our ducks in a row in a way and making sure that we’re 
all on the same page because … we could have easily put out mixed messages.” Billie 
uses similar language, noting he thinks the experience “will help all of us get on the same 
page, and it will help the faculty get on the same page.”  
Billie described a similar unifying effect for the district resulting from the layered 
nature of the PLCs.  
…it has to start with the superintendent and … our curriculum directors and the 
administrators because if it at any time we felt that …it was just going to be a 
middle school thing or it was just an elementary thing, that's when it breaks down 
in our district and probably every district. It's got to be seen as something that we 
do as part of the thinking… 
 
 Kendall used similar identity-building language to describe the unifying effect. He 
believed the PPLC connected his team in a way that “for our relationship I think it built 
in that piece that this is what we do. It was just part of who we are.”  
Mattie also saw the common purpose as something different than previously 
experienced as a team.  
We’ve been together a couple years…but we’ve never continuously worked on 
something, on a regular basis. I mean we always work on things together but to go 
through a process together… it’s definitely different.  
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Even though the middle school team had a history as a team, Billie described the 
change in shared focus within their PPLC. 
I think the biggest change was in the small group one with Kendall and Mattie 
and me, because of that whole shared direction and focus. Not even direction, just 
shared focus, that we're doing this focus on improving student performance using 
their own data. We've never done it before. 
  
Lee found value in the PLC for “the collaborative nature of determining the focus for 
the district for the foreseeable future… despite being in maybe different places.” Payton 
felt similarly, seeing the AC PLC as an “opportunity for all of us to hear … the same 
message.”  He echoed the language of identity formation describing a benefit of having a 
district sense of “this is what we’re working on. This is what we’d like to work 
towards...again…back to that shared vision.” 
 
Subtheme 3: Dedicated time for Instructional Leadership vs. Management. The 
work of leading school improvement through instructional leadership emerged as a 
subtheme related to the second major theme of Applied Learning. However, it was also 
notable that participants felt challenged to attend to competing demands of the job and 
each made distinctions about allocation of focus and attention for instructional leadership. 
They each described the competing attention for focusing on management, and the 
repetition across participants led to a distinct subtheme related to being in the community 
itself. Participants described PLCs as a vehicle for dedicated time to focus on the 
instructional leadership aspect of their role rather than the managerial aspects of their 
roles. This subtheme emerged because each noted how difficult it was to focus on 
instructional leadership with the demands of the principalship, or as Kendall called it, 
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“the minutiae.” Each principal made a connection between the PLCs and structured focus 
on instructional leadership.  
Kendall felt the focus included their learning and leadership.  
I think it had a really strong impact because often times we are talking about the 
things that are just pressing at the time…if it's a parent issue or a budget issue or 
if it's a teacher issue. This really made us focus on teaching and learning...This 
really kept us focused on the teachers, the learning that we were doing, how we 
were going to present that learning to them and then our next steps… It 
really…helped us focus on the task at hand.  
 
Mattie described the change in instructional leadership conversations as a result of 
the PPLC.  
You know, having that opportunity to just listen to each other and then even talk 
… about how we're working with different departments …without the PLC we 
wouldn’t have even talked about it. We would just go work with our departments, 
and “Hey how did it go? Good” … and move on, you know? …we definitely went 
a little deeper about what we're trying to do with our departments to try to create 
some consistency with what we're trying to do. And that never was there before. 
 
 Billie described the challenge of carving out the time for instructional leadership 
in the midst of management tasks. He also described the necessity of the PPLC as 
dedicated and even accountable time to focus on instructional leadership.  
I think the first thing was the fact … that there were meetings. And we had to be 
accountable to the facilitator. The fact that we knew oh it’s Friday. … and 
Friday’s coming each week, so we knew. Had that not been there, I think that 
does fall apart because people get busy and there [are] schools to manage and 
things to do. So I think the fact that there [were]…weekly meetings was huge. 
…you had to come prepared. You have to be ready...So when we sit down and 
we’re prepared… I can’t underestimate how big that is. Because it’s always in 
your consciousness. It’s always up front in your mind versus let me push this back 
here but when it’s constant, it’s always up here [gesture: pointing to forehead].  
 
Kendall thought the structured focus on specific outcomes in the PPLC agenda 
prevented meetings from losing focus on instructional leadership.  He also described the 
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consistent commitment to the agenda, reinforced by the facilitator, helped model the 
focus for their turnaround work with teachers.  
How do we make sure that we have taken what we learned in our PLC - and even 
sometimes when we would start talking about other things, you [facilitator] would 
always come back and go you know, this is what could happen to you and this is 
what can happen to your teachers next year when they … meet… they can start 
talking about, you know, the field trip...so you would remind us of that when we 
would start to, you know, we're all guilty of it, you know, we’d start talking about 
a million other things and you would say ‘Okay, there's the trigger. [snaps fingers] 
That could happen.’ So that made me think, ‘Wow, how do we make sure 
that…our teachers really know that this is … a PLC and this is our… focused 
topic and here's what we're going to do today, and not let that other stuff get in the 
way?’  
 
Billie used an extended metaphor of juggling responsibilities to suggest instructional 
leadership as a new ball to be juggled as part of the PPLC focus on instructional 
leadership instead of all the managerial responsibilities.  
 
What we built was new and that's the most important thing in it, the newness of it, 
because we weren't focused yet. We were focused on a lot of things, but we 
weren't focused there. … Our eyes were not on that, and that has been big. I think 
it was new for us, not the concepts, certainly, hadn't been new but the practice has 
been new for us, we've never done that before.  
 
 
Kendall echoed this metaphor, asking, “How – how do you keep all the balls, you 
know up in the air, and keep all the conversations alive?” 
Alex found the PLC “strengthening… as an administrator” because “as a principal 
we get stuck in that managerial type of role and I feel like I’ve been stuck in that type of 
role just trying to…just surviving” with the complex demands of the role. He described 
this “takes away from the value of just being able to go back and absorb and to reflect 
and to focus on true instruction.” 
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The PLC may have provided a structure for dedicated focus on leadership. However, 
Lee described even in the PLC he had difficulty focusing “on the work at hand” if 
“there’s something burning back at the building.” Even though the PLC provides a 
structure to increase time for focus on instructional leadership and supportive planning, it 
remained difficult at times for principals to separate from the other demands of their 
roles. This was echoed by Payton, who wanted to carve out time in the summer to revisit 
the topics of the book study without the interruptions of the school year. 	  
Theme 2: Applied Learning 
All principals experienced the content and skills of the book study as learning to be 
applied in their leadership contexts. Subthemes that emerged include contextual filters, 
action-oriented, instructional leadership, supports for application of learning, obstacles to 
application of learning, long range or goal-oriented thinking, and leading change. 
Subtheme 1: Contextual Filter. All participants filtered learning through a lens of 
the needs of their leadership contexts. That lens shifted as principals considered 
subgroups within the faculty. Even though the middle school principals worked with a 
common faculty, each was assigned responsibility for certain departments. During 
interviews each of the middle school principals described having the strongest 
identification with their teacher level group where they were enacting their learning. 
Billie explained, “When I identify the PLC, each time we spoke about it, even in our 
small PLC, [the PPLC] my mind was over there. My mind was at the one with the 
teachers, with ‘What are we doing in that group? How's that group? What's the work that 
we're doing?’” 
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During collaborative planning in a PPLC, Lee, an elementary principal, described 
difficulty in planning for a common staff development day when he wasn’t sure which 
needs within his own faculty he should focus on, describing, “I’m still stuck on …trying 
to figure out who I’m meeting with because I’ll have a different approach if I’m doing K 
to 5 or if I’m doing just 5.”  
He also felt he was managing a difficult balance in trying to align the direction of the 
district with what he perceived as unique needs of his building. He felt his biggest 
challenge was going to be “balancing the needs of my building versus cohesion at the 
district level…Trying to align the two so it appears that all the work is going in the same 
direction.” He felt he had to “watch those systems and make sure my set of circumstances 
are going to be served by the larger group when we look at systems.”  
It’s difficult…it can be difficult looking at that data knowing that there [are] 
different factors and we’re all in the same district. In other words, there’s 
definitely a tendency to want to look at it and say we should do this [gesturing 
with one hand to the side] and then I’m going to go back to the building and we 
are going to do this [gesturing to opposite side]. Because it’s different. It’s a 
different set of circumstances.  
  
 This difference in circumstances was most notable in the elementary PPLC as the 
principals came together to try to collaborate and extend their learning from the AC PLC.  
The meeting transcripts clearly noted the principals working to adapt to their three 
distinct contexts. Alex felt he was at a beginning stage, and needed to do a “reset” with 
his building to pull them to focus differently and more collaboratively as a building. Lee 
was capitalizing on a sense of urgency that emerged with informal fall data opportunities, 
and Payton was struggling to create a sense of urgency. With three different buildings, 
building cultures, and smaller group cultures within each grade level, they brought 
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different filters to the table when they met as a PPLC to consider how to apply learning 
with their groups. 
The middle school principals had the advantage of a common staff, but they were not 
without their challenges. Billie noted, “Our crowds are so different and the needs of each 
crowd [are]…different.” 
 Mattie made mid-course adjustments in his leadership plan to meet the needs of 
the culture or skills of his group.  
But that is something that a lot of teachers are so new at, and when you have these 
discussions and you're working with them, you see that… as much as you want to 
get ahead, you realize you have to slow down things…and teachers are going to 
need that support. They're going to need some training. They're going to need that 
time to work with each other… or myself to get them there so I think … in 
working with the teachers that's one of the biggest challenges. Then you see the 
people that are advanced in certain areas… And you start thinking to yourself 
how can you get them to help lead?  So all these things start developing, and it 
just makes things more complex.  
  
Alex described making adjustments during the learning process as he considered the 
relevance of new information or strategies for his building. He had to “decide how you 
could interpret it or use it … in your building, or to shape that model in such a way that 
it's going to meet the needs of your teachers in your building.”  He saw it as a process of 
determining “whether this was worthy or not? … to realize what does my staff need? And 
what's going to change the way that we instruct our children?” Kendall echoed this 
process of interpreting new content in light of the needs of his building.  
 
They've written the book [from the book study] from the experience of the 
principals and the school setting …that was helpful because you could see what a 
school has done, …and how they went through that process as a staff.... You … 
could read that and …what is that going to look like when we go and experience 
it? How would that look …here? But our school setting’s a little different than the 
school settings in the book. So how would that relate to my staff? And can I use 
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that example? If not, what example could I that's similar to that one?  We did that 
a lot like ‘Oh no no, that's not us, but what could we use?’  
 
As they envisioned application, each participant described a process of filtering the 
learned content, skills and strategies for what and how it could be tailored to meet the 
needs of their individual building cultures and the specific group with whom they were 
working. 
Subtheme 2: Action-Oriented. Principals described PLC learning as oriented 
toward action back in their buildings. Kendall started the year with the clearest 
articulation of applying the work in his building. Even though the district did not mandate 
a specific course of action, all principals described an action orientation toward new 
learning in the PLCs. Alex described this in terms of learning transfer and application. He 
described a feeling of “sitting in … the student’s seat now. It’s like I want you to get this 
… concept, now I want you to generalize it and transfer it into new knowledge or 
application.” 
We want to apply it and to implement it and to different situations …It’s not 
necessarily that recall like I could spit out all the to-do steps but to … apply it and 
to generalize it in new situations. … just to have that transfer of knowledge.  
 
 
He described being at “the beginning stages of PLCs,” and Lee used the idea of 
“projecting what we did onto the teachers.” Other principals used similar language of 
transferring or replicating. Of the PPLC, Lee described he is trying to figure out how to 
“bring this to the building.”  Payton explained that even though he hasn’t “always… 
necessarily been able to take it back and replicate it yet,” he has “the ideas… starting to 
grow in the mind a little bit.” Billie explained, “We really are transferring those behaviors 
as habits to another set of people.” 
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Alex described it as a process toward accomplishment that starts with reflection. “Just 
thinking about listening to their ideas and thinking about, ‘What are my thoughts, and 
what do I deem as being very important for us to accomplish as the instructional leader of 
the building?’" He described this action-orientation as self-directed rather than as district 
directed. 
I think although it hasn’t really been a true directive like this is what you need to do 
with your staff…I guess I put pressure on myself to say… I really should do 
something with this. It’s more than just ah this is nice, it’s good for me…it’s not 
pressure, like… I have to. Because … no one has ever put that pressure on us but I 
think as … administrators I think we put the pressure on ourselves, like I have to go 
back and do this…it’s like that … application piece to it.  
 
So as an administrative team, I think that yes, it’s the step by step, but this is a stage 
process, and then if you can somehow process the information and then go back to 
apply and then coming back as the administrative team, you’re like oh, I should do 
that or do this… 
 
Billie described that he viewed the teacher group as “another PLC” that “once we 
have our group [PPLC] and we go to our data team [teacher] groups, that’s another - 
we’re trying to model that again, so we’re really involved in, in three at once.” Mattie 
assumed from the start the PLC would lead to action with the teachers, noting “I assumed 
– if I were to think back – that’s what would happen- that’s how we were going to do it.”  
Subtheme 3: Instructional Leadership. Principals described their building 
leadership focused on improving instruction and establishing the shared learning with 
teachers in their leadership contexts. The principals described the focus of the PLC work 
and the data work as impacting instruction and learning. 
Middle school principals saw themselves as part of the teacher learning communities 
focused on instructional improvements. Mattie described the PLC with the teachers as 
what he “probably enjoyed the most, is kind of getting … on their level and them 
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appreciating that I'm on their level - that we're talking about those things to help them in 
the classroom.” 
Kendall’s description suggested this leadership involves learning and collaboratively 
problem-solving alongside teachers as part of instructional leadership to improve 
practice.  
 
Let's talk about where we are in this learning and ask the questions because we 
may have some of the answers or thoughts about those answers, but not 
necessarily … the correct answer or the only way to do this. There are multiple 
ways…to go through this process. This is part of our learning. We're doing this 
together…It's…here's a great idea, how does it look in our school? How would it 
look in our classrooms? What can we do? 
 
Elementary principals faced system obstacles, but found ways to work around 
constraints to apply learning and impact instruction in their buildings. Payton described 
the beginnings of a common message focused on data.  
We've definitely done some things this year. We've got them doing the data, doing 
the data collection, whether it was on [data management system] or now on a 
different document tool. They know that this is where we're heading… My 
message has been consistent.  
 
All of the principals connected more successful instructional leadership 
experiences when they made individual students central to the data discussions with 
teachers. Alex described, “I saw change in my teachers especially when they receive the 
data in their hands. … I felt like then they started to own it.” Of teacher dialogue, he 
observed, “These are new conversations …different conversations with them, and 
…they're also generating different conversations.” Lee observed a similar effect on 
building teacher engagement in improving practice when the work was connected to 
individual students.  
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I thought that went smoothly at least with the grade levels that I met. I think a lot 
of it was because the data was put in front of teachers and they could put a name 
to individual student names… I think that was actually fairly easy and probably 
the most exciting part of the process here was they wanted to see the information 
and wanted …to talk about what can we do to address the issue… or what can I 
do to address the issue? …actually … that was probably the biggest success. 
 
Lee described the buy-in and access to student information empowered teachers despite  
the system obstacles they faced.  
 
When I put information in front of teachers about individual kids, that’s where I 
got the buy-in... so… they did a lot of the work on their own because they wanted 
their students to achieve…I didn’t solve the system dynamic… I feel that I 
empowered teachers to be able to do more … I think they see the connection to 
student achievement with data and making informed decisions. 
 
 
In a March interview, Kendall explained the PLC with teachers enabled him to 
sustain the instructional leadership work with teachers.  
I was glad to see something go through for a year like that because things lose 
momentum and even to the end…when it was really hard people bucked up …it 
worked. That doesn't always happen… that's more success than I've ever had…with a 
staff staying focused on one thing... This was, “Okay it's going to be here, [taps table] 
it's going to be here, [taps table] it’s coming back, [taps table] it's coming back, [taps 
table]. 
 
 He described this sustained focus as something different from the usual routine of 
instructional leadership.  
What was different for them was the timing. We would move on. After two months, 
we’re on to the next thing. Typically, we’d be on to the next topic. This was a year-
long. It’s been a year-long process. That’s very different for them. Now I think the 
impact has been greater though … when something keeps coming back, month after 
month after month after month, it’s like wow this is – they’re really serious about 
this. It almost has that feel to it. Like this isn’t going away. Because it’s not going to 
go away next year.  
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Lee thought, “It’s gone better than I expected. One of the biggest successes in 
bringing it back to the building is I’m not hearing we’re different...the enthusiasm, the 
momentum we have is …just about where did we fall short, regardless of what the 
achievement level was.” He describes application of questioning strategies learned in the 
book study even though his building hasn’t developed formal teams or teacher PLCs. 
 I’ve used those questions out of the protocol, but I’d be lying if I said we sat 
down in …the same… approach that I’ve seen, but it’s helped my ability to raise 
those questions with staff… if it’s not a coherent PLC at the building … it wasn’t 
an opportunity to really dig deeper in that moment, but it laid the foundation for 
where we’re going with that.   
 
  Part of the meeting structure of the PPLCs included time for principals to debrief 
about their instructional leadership experiences that occurred in between meetings. The 
debriefing looked different across the two groups. The elementary principals had few 
commonly scheduled professional development opportunities, so the debriefing was not 
about one common instructional leadership experience. Additionally, because they had so 
little time with teacher groups, one of the notable patterns in the meeting transcripts was 
elementary principals’ use of strategic opportunities to act as instructional leaders. For 
example, Lee used a series of flex-time opportunities to create time for teachers to meet 
as teams, and Payton offered similar opportunities later in the year. Payton also described 
informal leadership, capitalizing on a pause in a teacher discussion to prompt a look at 
item analysis.  
 One humorous instance of capitalizing on a strategic opportunity occurred during 
a March Elementary PPLC meeting. During the PPLC meeting, principals followed a 
data meeting protocol for primary grade math data and then started to discuss next steps 
in leading that work with teachers. Lee turned to the facilitator, who had prepared the 
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data set, and asked, “Is there a chance I can get these [assessment scores] in reading?” 
After a positive response, he added, “By 4:30?” He explained, “Fourth and fifth grade are 
meeting… today. If you're able to give this to me I can get one of them on the item 
analysis and they can match the standard to…assignments and do this today.” He added, 
“No pressure.” 
 All three elementary principals engaged in turnaround work with teachers to use 
data to improve practices, but their charted instructional leadership course differed. For 
example, at the end of a March PPLC meeting, Alex described a plan “to continue… 
following up with a vision work…talk about rubrics…scoring…” and “inter-rater 
reliability.” Payton described a plan “for 3rd 4th and 5th … to get to know what … 
resources they have and…look at…[what] can…give us…formative assessment…” and 
Lee described, “I would like to just identify a problem and not necessarily go through the 
formal [data inquiry/action-planning] process because I just think this time of year it's 
just not going to happen but say what chapters are left or whatever you covered that we 
all know…students struggled with and just… put something in place, try a different 
intervention.”   
 In contrast, the middle school charted a more unified instructional leadership 
course through the year and summarized progress with the whole staff at faculty meetings 
throughout the year.  
 
We always put [the data process] on the faculty agenda just to say, “Here's what 
everyone's been doing,” because everyone's not in everyone's room so just to give 
an overview of what we're doing and why we're doing it.  
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 As a result of the PLC data work, the middle school began working toward 
development of common benchmark assessments. This was described as a real 
instructional leadership challenge at the start of the data work since teachers could not 
easily look at common student assessments. Kendall described the shift in focus as a 
result of the leadership work. 
It's interesting…the vibe now is like, ‘What are you doing in your room?’ And, ‘I 
think our tests need to be the same.’ We're getting more of that right now…So, it's 
interesting. Because it wasn't like that before… Now, some of them…are starting 
to feel that external, internal crunch a little bit that's saying, ‘Uh oh, I think we 
need to be better aligned.’ 
  
 One observation the facilitator noted was the degree of enthusiasm that middle 
school principals displayed when talking about shared instructional leadership 
experiences. At one January middle school PPLC meeting, the team debriefed about 
leading a data meeting protocol with the staff. Meeting transcripts convey the enthusiasm 
of the moment. Billie shared, “It was great, it was great. We all, we sat for about 45 
minutes talking about our groups.” About the meeting he said, “It was fantastic…It was 
probably the best session I think we've had and we've had some good discussions, but this 
one, the conversation and the comments were very deep into instruction.” Because of the 
structured opportunities to implement teacher level turnaround work throughout the year, 
the middle school team had more examples of this type of shared excitement in 
debriefing.  
 Subtheme 4: Supports for Job-embedded Learning. All principals described 
elements of PLCs that supported their ability to apply learning. Some differed by 
principal group. Supportive elements included models, protocols, supported practice, 
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opportunities to lead, central office support (layered learning and structured meetings), 
and cultural readiness.  
All three middle school principals described that the opportunity to apply learning in 
their buildings supported a greater depth of learning. Mattie described the opportunity to 
apply learning as something that supported his understanding. 
You know learning that process, the steps in it, is …something obvious that 
transpired…it’s a lot different than if you just handed me a book and said read this. 
The level of learning, the depth of learning is … probably on the surface. Where 
being in a PLC and talking about the process and putting it into action, putting the 
steps into action, obviously the depth of understanding has been greater.  
 
Structure and culture. Part of the system structural supports include dedicated time 
in building schedules, cultural readiness of building staff and existence of teams and a 
leadership structure.  
Supported practice. In both the AC PLC and the PPLCs principals practiced skills 
with meeting protocols and facilitation. Kendall saw the PPLC support as preparation for 
leadership with teachers. He described it as practice that helped him feel once in front of 
a group that “It was like ‘Okay, we’ve done this.’ So having that experience before we 
went in was critical for me because …I saw it work.” 
So having that … almost …tutorial, that training session, brainstorming, discussing 
the process, and where we were at that point in time, and then going out and working 
just on that facet…of the process … in the PLC with our departments - as first-year 
administrators doing this it gave us -- if I had done that on my own I wouldn't have 
had the confidence - if it was just a book study for me if I was just reading, and then 
going “Ooh let me go try this,” and then go talk to teachers.  But having that three or 
four of us brainstorming … every week was significant…I think that piece was 
crucial for us.  
 
Billie described the PPLC provided a way to practice the work with teachers. “We… had 
to model what we want teachers to see and do.” Kendall echoed this idea, stating, part of 
the model is “having the time to practice there and then practicing on my staff, cause I’m 
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practicing on them.”  Alex also used the word “practice’ to describe the leadership work 
of the PPLC. Lee and Payton described a benefit of practice and awareness of a need for 
more. 
Protocols and models. All participants described a value from using the tools as part 
of the shared learning, whether tools, templates, protocols, or models. Lee described that 
“watching the videos, with the modeling of the protocol, hearing from the experience of 
others will either affirm where you are, provide you with different perspectives, problem-
solving abilities.” Alex similarly felt a benefit from being able to “reflect, watching the 
videos, and then discussing the videos, or looking, or analyzing, looking at data, and then 
talking about what did you see? What are your wonderings?” 
Even though at the start of the year, Lee described he was not a “fan” of protocols, he 
recognized the benefit and importance. He also observed building familiarity with 
protocols made it easier to focus.  
…we did some of the protocols in both [the AC PLC and PPLC], so when I think of 
that I feel like…protocols … I was doing for the second time in a couple of instances, 
… I think it was easier to focus on the work at hand because I had already been 
through it once.  
 
 
Pre-planned leadership opportunities. The structure of teams and meeting times 
was already established at the secondary level, providing a structure of dedicated time to 
lead work with teachers. Kendall described the system advantages. 
… essentially the way a middle school is built there [are] basic PLCs everywhere 
throughout the building. You have team meetings, you have departments, you 
have team leaders. …That meshes so much more in a middle school because we 
already have so much face time with these teachers. That’s a huge thing here.  
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Billie found it helpful to have regular consistent meetings as well as the planned 
opportunity to apply leadership with teachers. Billie explained, “It kept our small group 
on schedule because we knew there’s a larger group we had to be on schedule for too.”  
All three middle school principals found benefit in the opportunities to conduct 
turnaround leadership with their staff. Kendall described the accountability to be prepared 
for leading groups, with their “ducks in a row” supported focus and momentum in the 
midst of distraction.  
What really strikes me is that we were very sensitive to not losing our 
momentum… staying focused on that process and knowing that we had to have 
our ducks in a row for the staff, that kept us very hyper-sensitive to making sure 
that we know what we're doing, when we go to meet with them and we can stay 
very focused within that group and when we led our groups, not letting all the 
outside noise …push us in a different direction or derail our target for that day.  
 
 
Outside/central office support. The structured nature of the PPLCs was also 
described as a support. Billie thought that having an outside person involved set the work 
aside for targeted focus.  He noted, “I like the fact they were even ... Jen's coming down, 
it's a separate thing.” He tied this separate person to a separate focus on instructional 
leadership.  
 
It started making us think this should be a separate thought bubble. This should be 
a separate thing we should be addressing in everything we do. It has to be one of 
the balls we're juggling… I don't know if we were juggling that ball before. It was 
nice that you were not one of the three of us… you were outside to make four.  
 
Kendall found a benefit in the layered and consistent structure of the PLCs. 
I don't know if we hadn't had the structure that we had with the two PLCs and the 
learning that we had throughout the year, there would be no way that I'd have the 
confidence to say that this works. Or would I have had the background, the focus 
to go in as we did week in and week out, month in and month out with our various 
teams, to help this process…go as smoothly as it did through the year…if we 
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didn't have those two structures in place, and particularly ours because that was 
the most impactful for me…you were here with us, we wouldn't have been able to 
get that same message to our staff. There is no way. Because we would have been 
reading from a book, hashing it out, which is fine in some cases, but this is 
complex in a lot of ways, and there is so much more for us still to learn.  
 
 While the middle school principals experienced the central office support as 
someone outside coming in, it should be noted the facilitator does not typically work with 
that team, but with the elementary principals. The data work across levels overlapped this 
year, so while middle school principals had a new face working with them, elementary 
principals already had a regular meeting schedule with the facilitator.  
 The elementary PPLCs meetings were attached to the regularly scheduled 
meetings with the central office facilitator. Agendas showed a clear delineation between 
discussion of other topics and planning data work related to the book study. Occasionally 
this presented challenges in keeping topics separate and keeping to the minutes on the 
agenda dedicated to data. For example, a March meeting led to an extended discussion 
about math intervention resources for teachers. It shortened the time allotted on the 
agenda for the data discussion, but the facilitator noted the time concern, but that “it was 
a good discussion. What was interesting is a lot of the things that we just…were 
clarifying are going to be critical for your data work.” As part of the preceding 
conversation about resources, the team discussed data and instructional leadership, and 
made connections to book study content, and planning to overcome structural obstacles.  
There was more crossover of topics in elementary PPLC meetings, but as Payton 
described, the elementary group was “laying the groundwork,” or as Lee calls it the 
“foundation” for next year. The elementary team wrestled with creating systems and 
supports that already existed at the middle school. In contrast, the facilitator notes and 
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meeting transcripts showed the middle school team met outside the PPLC, sometimes 
with different central office staff, to address system obstacles like schedule and 
developing common assessments. The elementary PPLC meetings were the only times 
the elementary principals came together. As a result, the PPLC work allowed principals 
and central office dedicated time to collaborate both to overcome structural obstacles and 
to plan for leadership.  
 The central office support for the elementary team included different elements 
like supporting access to data, providing time to learn the assessment tools to support the 
data work with teachers. It also included collaborative planning to allocate district 
resources for instruction and professional development for teachers to support 
instructional improvement. 
Supported planning.  The PPLC provided an opportunity to develop what amounted 
to lesson plans for instructional leadership, especially at the middle school, where they 
described “planning the plan.”   
I think planning the plan was a good thing for us too. Okay, we’re going to use 
this to plan for our next PLC with the teachers. That was huge because it gave us 
an immediate focus, an immediate topic. I’d know when we’re sitting down what 
we’re talking about.  
 
Billie explained, “We had our lesson plans each week, each month. Without that, we 
wouldn't have gotten that great work.” He described, “I think your structure, what you 
brought in terms of literally, lesson plans. In terms of how we're going to structure our 
PLC, I think, helped me think about how they're done…it helped me frame the thinking.”  
Mattie similarly described a value in the supported lesson planning approach. He 
explained, “What I like is I always felt prepared having those – the PLC meetings in the 
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small group and having that plan, I always felt prepared for the next step with my larger 
group.”  
The descriptions of the three middle school principals are notable because none of the 
elementary principals used similar language to describe feeling prepared for their next 
step or for specific instructional leadership sessions. This feeling of preparedness 
appeared to be connected to the use of the PPLC for developing one common lesson plan 
for a similarly timed instructional leadership opportunity.  
Additionally, Billie found the central office coaching advice valuable in guiding 
future planning.  
 
You brought it back earlier a few weeks ago, a month or two ago, is that if we 
don't hold this sacred for us, then it's not going to be sacred to anybody else. We 
have to make sure, if this is important to us, it's got to be important. 
 
Billie valued immediate impact of the PPLC work, suggesting it’s targeted, and 
they are “on it.”  
I like it because I think the principals- Kendall and Mattie and I are getting 
something out of it – directly. Like next day turn-around stuff – so that’s like – 
when as a teacher – if I can use this tomorrow- I’m feeling like that now because 
of the process we’re in. And I don’t know if that’s because we’re in a PLC or if 
it’s because we’re involved in this work – and we’re meeting and we’re – we’re 
on it. That part I like.  
 
This type of lesson-planning approach happened less at the elementary level 
because principals not only had three different buildings, but also little alignment in 
schedules for professional development. Meeting transcripts showed a series of meetings 
focused on collaborative planning for a full day professional development event, but the 
result was not a common lesson plan because of the three distinct cultures across multiple 
grade levels and different cultural readiness and skills in each of their buildings. While 
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each of the elementary principals valued the PPLC, each indicated an interest in 
something like a coaching model as being beneficial to supporting planning. 
One supported planning session occurred outside of the PPLC at the request of a 
principal, Alex, who wanted to try more of a model like the secondary principals had, and 
that was described as valuable. Payton similarly described potential in more 
individualized support for instructional leadership planning.  
To have that time to really sit down and just ... I wouldn't mind next year maybe 
…flipping the time, and maybe you come in the buildings…For you to come into 
the buildings…then you and I can sit and we can just talk and go, "All right, let's 
plan," like you do with the middle school, "Let's plan the next meeting, let's talk 
about hey this grade really needs this." Bounce ideas off. I think that would even 
be more beneficial for me than ... again, I like being with the group, but I think 
that'll be really beneficial…because the staffs are different, the communities are 
different. I think that's beneficial.  
 
Subtheme 5: Limits/Obstacles to Applied Learning. Principals described elements 
that prevented successful application of learning in their leadership contexts.  
Time. All principals described time as a challenge. All six principals described a 
challenge in finding time to meet with teachers or to meet together. This was especially 
true with constraints of the elementary school schedule. The system advantages at the 
middle school provided more dedicated time for principals to work with teachers in an 
instructional leadership role. The middle school had a team structure and they divided 
groups to take leadership responsibility for guiding a group through the process. In 
contrast, the elementary principals faced a challenge in finding time to meet with teachers 
and in structuring it in such a way that they could make it meaningful across grades.  
In one of the December meetings, Lee described frustration with the obstacles.   
I feel like if we follow the steps [of the data inquiry process learned in the book 
study] we are not going to get anywhere.  We won't affect instruction.  I don't 
know.  Unless it was a targeted grade level…  I couch that by saying I see value 
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in it …but I think trying to go [through steps] one through five is [gesture]… Due 
to time. We just can't meet with the teams.  
 
One obstacle identified in the fall was the dedicated time elementary principals 
did have with faculty was borrowed by other central office staff needing to address 
compliance and information issues with staff members. At one of the December 
meetings, the facilitator commented, “It's crazy that they [elementary principals] are 
coming up on January and they are having their first opportunity to pull the faculty” for 
the uninterrupted data work. The middle school did not have as much of a negative 
impact from some of the fall interruptions to faculty meetings because they used a 
department meeting structure for the turnaround PLC work with teachers. When they did 
have their full faculty meetings, they were able to do even more.  
Even as the year progressed, the meeting structure remained a great challenge for 
elementary principals. At a spring meeting, when they discussed implementing later steps 
of the data inquiry process focused on action plans, Lee noted, “The problem is…that 
sounds like three meetings… that's June.”  
Additionally, the time to plan for instructional leadership was identified as a 
challenge. Payton described, “It's the time. It's also the time of when I can sit down and 
put stuff together.”  
For me to sit down and just have an hour to go, "All right, ... I want to sit down 
and plan for a PD session." Sometimes I need to just do that, but then the fire 
breaks out, and you're running out to do this or that. Whether it's a parent, teacher, 
a kid, whatever it is. That becomes the barrier sometimes… there's so much that 
gets piled on, then you just run out of time. What's the first thing to go? I got to 
get this, this, and this done cause they're time sensitive. Well the PD's coming up. 
 
Lee described time “is what’s hindered all three schools from our discussion… 
finding that built-in mechanism to meet with the teams… to actually change instruction.” 
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Lee explained though there has been time to practice, he “would like to practice 
additional …time to practice it in a large group with modeling or … applying what we’re 
seeing in the videos.”  
 
I think I feel like I’m taking the protocols out of the admin council book study 
more than anything, which I think, is the intent, and then we’ve applied it at the 
elementary meetings. The missing piece is using it at the school level.  
 
 Lee described with frustration both the difference and challenge of elementary 
compared to secondary structures. 
I’m not just saying it’s easier there, but they [the middle school] have mechanisms 
in place where I feel like you can do those smaller [teacher] PLCs on a more 
consistent basis than the elementary levels … I was glad to hear it was going well, 
but it was frustrating to hear the work that they were getting done and kind of 
trying to figure out how we could replicate that at the elementary level with the 
given systems in place. I’m not saying it couldn’t be done. It’s just that that’s 
what stuck out, how the different…constructs of levels... had an impact on what 
you could get done.  
  
Payton described, “It’s just a difference in the level of the job, and the support 
structure that’s built around it,” but he looks forward to a revision in the calendar that 
will change the timing of the faculty professional development time. He noted with the 
proposed structure, “distractions are off.” 
As teams went through the AC PLC and PPLC learning, one of the topics the 
elementary principals wrestled with was when they could enact their learning with 
teachers in any kind of structured way. Lee saw this as something that kept the learning 
more abstract than experienced.  
Still more of an obstacle, but it’s because I need to, I need a plan, that’s … clearly 
articulated. Like when am I doing it? What does it look like? Which data? … I’m too 
abstract and I need it concrete…I think in terms of meeting with teams and 
facilitating that, I’m not worried. It’s the matter of going back to that time and 
structure. 
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Even after the limited pre-planned opportunity available, Lee described difficulty in 
having started something with a grade level team that he felt unable to finish. He 
explained, “I don’t feel as comfortable because I’m not sure how I can… provide the 
continuity.” 
Access to data. All elementary principals described access to data as a system 
obstacle that affected their ability to apply strategies. Payton perceived it as his biggest 
obstacle.  
… I think that, for me, was the biggest obstacle this year was just when we were 
able to really get it started and the data piece. It was slower than we had hoped. 
…Even after all the energy we put in, by the end of the year it still wasn't doing 
what we wanted it to. 
 
Lee also expressed frustration in not being able to access data that would have 
supported his application of book study strategies and saw it as a factor outside of his 
control. 
I think the negative part is what I was mentioning about some of the factors that 
are outside of my or our control. … I guess frustrating is the word, but it’s been 
difficult to enact everything that we’re trying to do with [data management 
system] specifically … At this point in time…. big picture, I think I see how that 
can be done, but …it was difficult to try to enact that with the teachers just 
because of not, either not having it … it just seems like such a global piece of data 
that we couldn’t really get into.  
 
While the elementary school principals struggled with an inadequate data 
management system, the secondary principals identified common benchmark assessments 
as a system challenge they worked to overcome through discussion and planning 
throughout the year.  
Cultural readiness and skill. All principals experienced elements of building 
cultures or skills as obstacles to be overcome. Lee saw time as the greatest obstacle, but 
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thought the “the knowledge base of the teachers would be number two.” He found it 
challenging to guide teachers toward instructional improvements without having 
professional development supports aligned to the data work.  
If we have a problem of practice, what are the options for the teacher? And I’m 
struggling to see what those options are. Without additional in-servicing over here 
[hand gesture]. In other words, we’re talking about many of our teachers don’t 
have the background. 
 
 
Payton described the readiness of the staff as an obstacle, feeling “those are those 
obstacles that just eat away at me…trying to find ways to get the staff to buy in and to see 
it's meaningful.” 
 Autonomy. While participants were not asked direct questions about autonomy, 
the underlying structure of the district initiative gave principals a degree of autonomy in 
deciding how best to apply learning and implement strategies with teachers. While not 
directly mentioning autonomy by name, one participant described valuing autonomous 
decision-making.  
Mattie valued not being forced to go in the same direction as the group. He tied it to a 
feeling of engagement when decisions can be tied to needs instead of forced.  
I was able to say…at least with my group, “I don’t think I can go in this 
direction”…and I was never forced to do anything that I didn’t - that didn’t fit with 
what I was trying to accomplish…which is a really refreshing feeling. A lot of times 
when we’re trying to have some initiative, some initiatives kind of get forced. And it 
doesn’t feel right. It’s like when you’re doing that PD and you know the teachers are 
not engaged because it doesn’t always match to what their needs are.  
 
 
All principals described making decisions to tailor work to individual contexts, which 
required a degree of autonomy to choose a specific course of action.  
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Other participant descriptions suggested not having a common plan for 
implementation at the elementary school made it difficult to engage in common planning, 
suggesting autonomy had an effect on having common work. As each principal 
determined his own best way to proceed, the group cohesion and ability to plan in 
common was negatively affected. Alex describes that even in the job-alike PPLC “We 
were on three different pages, three different buildings, three different pages.”  
This was confirmed by the field researcher’s notes that compare the difficulty of 
achieving joint enterprise in the AC PLC and the elementary PPLC when compared to the 
middle school PPLC. Leaving it up to principals allowed each to match approaches to 
their building cultures, which was important to them, but it made it difficult to cohere as a 
group in collaborative planning and discussion of shared experience. The excerpt below 
showed the facilitator trying to follow guidance from the research and input from 
principals but still facing difficulty in achieving joint enterprise in the AC PLC when the 
group had such different levels and focus areas.  
 
The research shows a positive benefit from the group viewing the development of 
instructional leadership of principals as a shared responsibility [(Honig & Rainey, 
2014)]. The first sessions worked in that regard. Previously, I felt the group 
wasn’t cohering because of the way I differentiated for the different stages of the 
groups. With their input, I had tailored the activity to match where each building 
was in the process. They found it useful, but from a balcony view, I didn’t think it 
was pulling the whole team together. This past week, I kept the group together 
instead of breakout groups, and worked on a whole group activity that would 
benefit regardless of the slight differences in stages. It felt much more coherent.  
 
The idea of a PLC is that there is joint enterprise and development of shared 
skills. The difficulty is the joint enterprise when we have different roles and 
different school data sets. The way I reframed the activity, I focused on the 
development of shared skills through an exemplar data set. It was more modeling 
the model than doing the work of the PLC, but it enabled us to work through an 
exemplar together, so principals could see the steps in action. 
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The middle school PPLC appeared the most cohesive group. They autonomously 
decided on their approach, and they autonomously made adaptations of book study 
content to tailor it to their building culture, but they made these decisions as a group. 
Meeting transcripts showed the middle school routinely engaged in reflection about 
“doing this right.” Even when one disagreed or departed to a degree from the common 
approach when leading teachers, they discussed how to align that one person’s difference 
with the common vision.  
At a January meeting, the middle school team had a difficult time agreeing on the 
same course for each group. Mattie admitted maybe he was trying to “jump ahead,” but 
he felt like it was what his group needed. They negotiated and confirmed the direction 
until finally there was a sense that the common plan moved them all forward in a way 
that, as Mattie said, “would work for my people, too.” There were differences in the plan, 
so there was a little autonomy, but they clarified how to stay together as a group. In the 
meeting transcription, Kendall described how they could pick different problems as part 
of learning the same data inquiry process.  
I think… it doesn't have to ... you have many different problems. I think if that's 
related to the group… for the purposes of our study, we're going to take this 
problem, and we're going to investigate it…it doesn't mean that it's the only thing 
in the world to look at. 
 
 Subtheme 5: Long-term goal thinking. Each principal engaged in a pattern of 
future thinking as they tied new learning to long-term goals for their leadership in their 
buildings. Some of the long-term thinking related to what Alex calls an opportunity for a 
“reset,” or a fresh start to the year to implement strategies from earlier in the year. Some 
goals included a fresh opportunity with improved system supports after the first year. 
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Lee’s goal for himself is being “at team meetings at least once a month.” He also hoped 
to use training to build staff capacity so he is “not necessarily at every meeting.”  
He felt one of the changes he associated with the PLC experience was “more strategic 
thinking…from allotting resources…to help with learning support... Having the 
information to share with teachers is helping me focus on strategic actions to change 
instruction.” He hoped a summer deeper dive into his own learning to “go through notes 
from the PLCS and come up with a kind of a comprehensive plan, how we can attack 
next year.”  
 Payton believed “there [are] things I can definitely do next year all ready to go, 
you know here’s what we’ve got, and … when we come back next year can be like okay 
here it is. … We did some last year, now what can we do?” He expressed a desire “to get 
to that point where …I want to just be in that role for those kinds of meetings and things 
like … I’m just another thinker here …what can we do together?” 
 Kendall saw the commitment to the process and structure as part of long-term 
goal setting.  
 
Next year is when we’re really going to dig in.  Okay… this process isn't going 
away…That we felt it was powerful enough that we are going to continue and 
…set up a structure within our school… that enhances this process, that enables 
us to do it.  
 
Billie appreciated that this process lends itself to long-term thinking.  
I like the fact that I'm thinking long term…on something. Where are we going to 
be in five years? What can this school look like in however many years? We don't 
often get that opportunity to do that, to look at what could this mean for us when 
that kid in 3rd grade is leaving 8th grade? What does that mean? ...I like the 
planningness of it, like… if this work is done and done well, what does it mean to 
those kids in 3rd grade who will be leaving 8th grade in five years? I like thinking 
that way.  
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One of his concerns for the future is developing ownership for their PPLC, noting 
some reliance on the central office support this year.  
 
My concern and my anxiety came from … we need to be focused more on the 
Kendall, Mattie, and Billie show. What does our group look like? What is our group 
focusing on? Jen can't be giving us an agenda every two weeks…She can help us do 
that. That's the part that I get anxiety and worry. They're not the right words, but that 
gives me pause. I don't want anything falling apart…  
 
Kendall echoed this ownership of the PPLC as part of his long-term thinking as well 
and making the connection to the impact on the teacher groups.  
 
So whatever outline that we provide, that's going to be critical each week to us 
keeping up with their learning making sure that all of that is staying on board and 
that we can stay committed to the process. And then we have to set up our 
meeting time, the three of us because if we don't then they won't. That just won't 
happen.  
 
 
Like Kendall, Billie and Mattie envisioned future structural supports in their long-
term thinking.  Billie saw future planning to build system supports in terms of their 
potential impact, describing it as something that “could change the trajectory of our 
school…where we are in five years might depend on this schedule next year, in my 
mind.” Mattie tied his future thinking to a commitment to consistent structures. 
I just think we have to develop structures in this building…that commitment to 
consistency…whatever we're working on, we have to be committed to it all year long. 
There can't be any let-up. There can't be any “Oh well, it's winter break next week we 
don't need to meet this week,” … It's like you have to keep doing it. If you really 
want it to happen and happen with fidelity you can't let up.  
 
Subtheme 6: Connected to change process. In addition to describing future-
oriented long-term thinking, principal descriptions suggest a connection between the PLC 
experience and enacting a change process in their schools.   
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 At the start of the year, Billie envisioned the data work as  “working towards 
something” and through the experience he felt “the amount of change that’s been effected 
with me as a player is in my mind- I think it’s there.  I don’t think I’ve had that 
experience before.” He understood the long-term nature of change.  
This will take years to do… changing the focus onto student data. That's going to 
take years to happen, but the mindset has to be changed. It's starting. I like the fact 
that I was part of that. If that work continues here, this school could and should 
look very different in five years if whoever is in these seats are still focused on 
this, and whoever is in all those seats in the classrooms, this building will be very 
different. That, I think, professionally could be a very good thing, but again that 
takes ... That's a four, five-year plan.  
 
Billie saw the PLC topic of data as relevant to the cultural sense of urgency for 
change, explaining, “I think that [test score accountability] did help set up the sense of 
urgency to say ‘We need to look inward here. We need to go whoa, whoa, whoa, what are 
we doing or not doing?’” Similarly, Mattie felt the challenge to maintain urgency through 
a change process. He described, “I felt like we had all this momentum, and all this 
conversation, when we initially received the [state test results] … and now we’re starting 
to get away – now that we’re moving away from it, and we’re already starting about next 
year, like it – I’m not saying momentum has been lost, but you know it doesn’t feel like it 
did a few months ago when we were having these conversations.”  
 Kendall noted similar highs and lows in maintaining momentum in a change 
process as they reconvened with teachers after a gap during state testing.  
… after testing we came back for a month, and I said, ‘Okay, let's see how this 
goes, this last one’…I thought let's see where this goes.  And that was like the 
first ten minutes, I was like oh boy …we've lost a lot, and then it came back. … I 
was able to kind of repurpose it and get them to see where we're going today and 
get them to rethink something that's really instilled in their brains about the way 
students learn …[staff member] and I both said ‘Oh that started out so poorly and 
it just got better.’  So it could have gone, you know it could have ended with a 
dud, but it ended on a pretty strong note, so that was good.  
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Billie also saw long-term commitment tied to enacting change. 
This takes a long time, and that's probably why it often falls apart and doesn't 
work, because it takes a commitment over a long period of time. People change 
and staff members change and it has to be part of the culture of this school. We've 
started that. I think we have.  
 
This won't get done yesterday. It's just another example of when you want things 
to change but they're not going to change for a while because it's more than just 
you saying…“change that shirt." Sorry, it's not that easy. It takes a long time.  
 
Kendall described the PLC as supporting the change process of teachers as part of  
dedicated district resources. He felt that teachers “haven’t been on their own with this. 
Because … of what we’re doing. And the commitment we’ve put towards it… our 
resources. And you and the whole group.”  
 
  Alex described the challenge of engaging teacher buy-in for change.  
Some people are on board right away. They're like, "Yes. I really don't know 
everything," and some people … were like, "Huh, huh. Yeah. I don't need this. 
Give me something that I don't know," and then when you give them something 
that they don't know, they're like, "But this doesn't really connect with what I do 
know." So it's like, "Agghh," going back and forth.  
 
Lee used early adopters to spread changes in practice as part of strategic leadership 
toward change. He used people “who were respected on their teams” to show “what they 
were doing…and putting that system in place allowed the people who were driving this to 
help it spread.” 
 
It also helped I had someone who has external experience who came in and it just 
amplified the knowledge base for at least two teams about what resources they 
can use … I think for me it was just knowing who to put in place and use what I 
was getting from the PLC, transfer some of that information to them and they 
were able to take it home from there. 
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Despite strategic use of resources, Lee experienced frustration in “not having those 
systems” in place school-wide resulted in feeling that in some places he was “not making 
a ton of difference,” the impact of which he describes as delaying “the plan for the whole 
building because it’s going to take two to three years to make meaningful change.” 
Alex described the change as related to a cultural change rather than knowledge or 
skill acquisition.  
So I don’t think we’re looking at… strategies or techniques as far as what we 
need to do, but I see this as a culture as a cultural shift or change for us as far as 
what – how do we look at this data? …And ultimately looking at the data’s going 
to let us know what to do or how we should change our practices.  
 
Payton felt the chaos of the change process, asking, “What's the most efficient and 
quickest way to get to that answer? This isn't one of those kinds of situations. This is 
messy, this is long, this is a lot of work. There's a lot of moving parts.” Lee echoed the 
idea of this type of change as messy, describing that “It feels messy when I try to think of 
the individual grade levels and where we are.” Payton said, “We made some changes… 
We take some more steps forward next year, and just keep building on that… It's like, 
‘Okay, we've got some work ahead of us. It's not gonna just happen overnight.’" 	  
Theme 3: Interior Journey 
Subtheme 1: Investment/Engagement. The AC PLC focused on learning a data 
inquiry process from a book study. The smaller job-alike PPLCs provided an extension of 
the AC PLC learning. All principals described greater investment and engagement in 
their job-alike PPLCs than in the AC PLC. Kendall described the work of the PPLC as 
their “real work” or “where the rubber hits the road.” All principals perceived the PPLCs 
as more valuable, meaningful and immediately relevant because it tied more to their 
individual instructional leadership contexts. Additionally, the perceived ability to apply 
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AC PLC book study content was described as a factor in participant engagement in the 
AC PLC.  
The middle school group was further ahead and able to implement the steps of the 
book study on a timeline more closely aligned to the AC PLC sessions. As a result, they 
were able to take on some leadership in the group. In contrast, the elementary principals 
described system structural obstacles that prevented timely application of strategies to 
keep pace with the book study.  
Billie used the same language of “real work” and the rubber hitting the road with 
the teacher PLC as opposed to the PPLC noting   
Even though I think the most sharedness is in the teacher one, where the real work 
is being done...where the application of knowledge is happening is in the 
classroom with the kids and how the teachers are looking at their data to inform 
them. All three, whether it be the district one, the one our school one, with you 
and the other administrators and the one involving all the teachers, I think that 
applies to all three. It applies to all three, probably deepest in the one where we're 
doing the best work, and that's where the rubber’s hitting the road with the 
teachers changing their instruction, hopefully.  
 
Some participant comments suggested the different degrees of AC PLC 
investment are based on more than needs of the leader’s building culture or the perceived 
applicability of concepts. They also described the connection to the individuals in the 
group as an engagement factor. Mattie described this difference in engagement as related 
to a common purpose, stating, “It's easier to be working with Kendall and Billie because 
we’re on the same grade level. We are working together for the same cause within our 
building.” He felt the same cohesion did not exist in the AC PLC. 
It's a little harder in the Admin Council group because everyone is at a different 
place. I know the elementary schools are trying to figure out their place in it…It 
kind of felt forced there where with Kendall and Billie, things were occurring 
naturally because we were working so closely together on a regular basis…I think 
the different levels and the different viewpoints in the Admin Council group is 
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…why … it didn't click as much…  I definitely feel more closely tied with 
Kendall and Billie because we're in the same building.  
  
There may be greater investment because of the ease and proximity of 
relationships, but there was also a feeling of impact.  
When you're working for the same cause with a group - with those guys [in the 
PPLC] I just felt like we were able to move faster. We were able to actually 
accomplish things. We were able to take it to the next step. With that group [the 
AC PLC] we kind of were just going through and almost like studying things and 
going through the motions, but I felt like as a middle school we were 
accomplishing things. 
 
Alex, one of the elementary principals, described the greater investment in the 
PPLC as part of being a little outnumbered by secondary counterparts. “But you don't 
have that presence, whereas with the smaller PLC, you have a stake. You have a greater 
stake in the process, whereas at the Admin level, you don't really have that greater stake 
in that process, so it's like, ‘Okay.’"  
Kendall described the PPLC and small teacher leadership team and the large 
teacher PLC they have developed as the most critical, noting “our real work is with you 
on Fridays and with our small group and our large group” [the teacher groups]. 
Subtheme 2: Trust vs. Risk. Five out of six principals described trust as part of 
the experience in the PLCs. Billie described feeling comfortable going into the process 
because of the trust with his team of principals and with the central office facilitator. 
 
I don’t remember any anticipation… again because I think the roles are very 
comfortable. You know. We know you quite well. I know what you bring. And I 
know that you’re not bringing any hidden motives or things, so there’s a lot of 
trust—with Mattie, Kendall and you. We don’t work in a huge school district 
where there’s nine of you and we meet, we see you once a year. You’re very 
familiar to us. Or to me.  
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Billie described the feeling of trust in the small job-alike PPLC. “I like the fact 
that because it’s two other principals I work daily with… there’s no defensiveness, 
there’s no… I have to watch what I say. And I can say that because it’s the two of them 
and the relationship the three of us have in terms of just trusting that we know who each 
other are- as professionals and personally too.” In contrast Billie described less of that 
trust in the larger AC PLC with principals from across the district even though they are 
somewhat familiar. 
 
[Because] I think the larger it gets…I think some things that aren’t there…that 
intrinsic trust you have with someone. Now certainly I know you and trust you 
but certainly not as much as –kind of thing… 
 
This feeling of greater trust in the small job-alike PPLC compared to the AC PLC 
is echoed in Payton’s description. Although Payton did not use the word trust, he 
described not knowing the motives of others as an inhibiting factor.  
[The AC PLC is] less comfortable in the fact that again, I know the people in our 
small group better. And…not knowing all the motives of other people… and 
they’re all very good motives, it’s just, it’s just their own motives and not 
knowing that and going like, well, okay, I don’t want to say something if I know 
she’s thinking this and he’s thinking that... So I think people – like myself are 
more – they hold back more [because] they don’t know exactly, are we all on the 
same train? Are we all you know, going in the same direction?  
 
Mattie also did not use the word trust, but his description revealed a process of 
working towards feeling comfortable and taking risks in the group by sharing his opinion 
more freely. He felt like  “the conversations with the PLC allowed me to get to that place 
whereas a lot of times I would just keep my mouth shut …I felt more that I’m not going 
to be judged…” He described this transition from being more of a reserved listener to a 
more comfortable participant.  
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In September, or October whenever we started this I definitely didn’t feel… I was 
more reserved in the PLC where I … took more of an active approach in listening 
and ... I was a little cautious … I mean the four of us were just starting to work 
together, I was just learning the … process, just trying to figure out where we 
were going… I would say probably you know after December when we came 
back from break, and… I started giving my opinion… and it was accepted… I felt 
more comfortable…. it definitely took some time and it definitely was not there 
prior to the PLC.  
 
Alex echoed this, noting “Trust is really big, so I feel like…we are letting our 
guards down at the PLCs here.” He explained, “I think as we worked in the small group 
settings and pairs…it gave you more of an opportunity to find out more about that 
individual and so that trust definitely built over the time.” He connected to the idea of 
risk in sharing struggles with colleagues, and to building trust over time. 
I think as principals coming together…this is a different concept because no one 
wants to focus on their weaknesses. Everyone wants to focus on things that 
they’re doing well. But when you’re with a group you need to let your guard 
down and say, well these are the things I struggle with. And then these are the 
things that I feel as though I do well.  
 
Similarly, Lee who had previously described a negative feeling about working in 
a PPLC, expressed the development of trust occurring over time.  
 
I think that [discomfort] subsided, and I think part of that was just that trust and 
…going through the process with others. So I think while that may have been a 
main concern going in, I don’t feel like it’s as much of an issue now. And part of 
that is just familiarity, and gaining that group trust if you will, so while I do 
remember having that experience, it has not materialized, or has dissipated over 
time.  
 
Billie connected the idea of being honest to the process and trusting one another, 
almost describing the process as a type of group accountability that included meeting the 
expectations of the central office facilitator.  
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We wanted to be honest in our work with you. We also wanted to honor what 
you're trying to do. That gave us boundaries – make sure we do this, Jen's 
expecting this. That's great. We had to start expecting it out of each other and we 
had to start holding each other accountable …and so do it for me, do it for you, do 
it for us.  
 
Within the PPLC, Billie described even with a group that starts with a high degree 
of trust, that the participation strengthened trust, noting, “You know it’s built… I can 
only imagine… it’s deeper and wider, like the Jordan River. It doesn’t get any more 
shallow. It only gets deeper with that kind of work.” 
Rather than addressing the idea of trust within the PPLC, Kendall described a 
comfort with risk working with the teachers. He described trust and “credibility” as a pre-
existing trait of the building culture having trust in the administration as a factor that 
enabled the work to go smoothly.  
Now … that culture has changed … in a sense well there’s trust in the 
administration, and not just at the building level, but central and everywhere here 
that … we do the learning with them again, and I think that’s the key ingredient. 
 
Subtheme 3: Self-Awareness. Each of the participants demonstrated a sense or 
process of self-awareness as part of the PLC experience. Principals’ descriptions of self-
awareness fell into categories related to perseverance, leadership skills, learning and 
interaction style. 
Payton suggested a self-awareness of the challenge of maintaining one’s own 
momentum and persevering with the work. As someone comfortable with data, he 
wrestled with preconceptions and system obstacles over the year.  
I think, honestly, … I expected the data to be easier, and then you forget all of the 
muck and the stuff when you're dealing with other people and personalities that 
goes into it. I'll be honest, I was more like, "Hey, yes, this is where I want to go, 
this is where I've always wanted to go.” 
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He faced system obstacles with the data management system and recalled it felt 
like “We're working on that, we're getting there. We have an idea.” He found with the 
system obstacles, “I think I actually kind of went back to learn before I could move 
forward.” He had to overcome a personal loss in momentum as he struggled with 
obstacles.  
‘Okay, it's not gonna be as easy a road to haul as I envisioned in my head. There's 
other stuff that has to get done,’ but I feel like yes, I got ... I mean, that's where it 
probably got me down at parts in the year…I think those kinds of things knocked 
me back a little bit and took the wind out of my sails even. 
 
Payton’s words suggested almost self-coaching when he described the process as 
“then slowly getting back towards moving forward slowly. Reminding myself that it's a 
marathon, not a sprint. Just take it a step at a time.” Part of his mental readjustment 
involved reframing to focus on the successes, noting, “Did I go as far as I would have 
liked? Probably not, but you know what? We're further than we were last year, so hey, 
I've got to step back and go, ‘That's a step in the right direction.’" 
Lee identified a similar challenge in thinking about his own accomplishments in 
light of obstacles. He said, “I think I’m always focused on what isn’t working, what’s not 
being done … as [colleague] would say, going for the hundred percent, knowing that 
you’re not going to get a hundred percent.” Payton similarly used the hundred percent 
comparison. 
So trying to take those and carry them through and you know my personality is 
one that you know if I’m not doing it a hundred percent, I feel like I’m failing at 
it, you know? … and I’m sure that’s a common personality among many of us 
administrators being OCD the way we are. 
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Alex’s description matched. “We are harder on ourselves and sometimes…I'm like,  
‘Well, I didn't do this. I didn't do that.’” Lee judged progress as insignificant compared to 
secondary teams, despite having described successes with certain targeted grade levels. 
When asked what standard he used to judge himself, on reflection he admitted an 
expectation to change “All five grades. All six grades. [laughter] Changing practice. 
Yeah. It’s not – I don’t think it was necessarily realistic.” The tendency to focus on what 
lies ahead made it difficult to see what progress had been made. Like Payton, part of the 
journey included reframing the impact to recognize there has been even small change.  
I think we’ve started that process. I think they realize it’s coming, but there hasn’t 
been a great deal of change there. I wouldn’t say there’s no change because there 
is. But that’s in my head, that’s what I’m thinking. … But I think that’s [whole 
school change of practice] how I would have measured it [his impact]. 
 
Mattie echoed Payton’s description of the need for perseverance while at the same 
time conveying the internal struggle to commit to the long-term work. 
 
…to be able to do that from…the fall, …through the… spring, when there [are] 
times when you're kind of, you want to just give up, you know? Like there's times 
when you're like oh my gosh, I can't -- I’ve got to do this [other task] but to stay 
committed to this process, you know? … to me it renews the idea - not that I 
forget about it - but that you have to stay committed to things… to things you 
believe in.   
 
You can't allow a school culture or any of these other things that you have to deal 
with ... to interfere…if you stay committed to things, it strengthens your building. 
It strengthens whatever you're trying to do…I think that's definitely something 
that came out of this.  
 
Several principals described an awareness of their level of skill development related 
to the PLC and data work. Regarding facilitation of teacher PLCs or data meetings, 
Payton thought, “…that'll need practice. I think the biggest thing is identifying the most 
problems with practice. You can't just look ahead and envision what's it's gonna look like. 
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I already tried to do that, and as I said it took the wind out of my sails. Gotta take it a step 
at a time…” He looked forward to learning from secondary colleagues “who've been 
through it, your expertise, and …Then just getting into it and messing up, and doing it 
again. That's what we teach the kids, right? You learn from failure.” 
Lee similarly wants more practice as a facilitator.  
I don’t think I’m confident in my ability to completely facilitate it yet… so it’s 
hard for me to think about what it would look like. But I do think I certainly have 
more appreciation for keeping it data-centered and not going off – because that 
will be the biggest challenge because everyone is going to want to talk about the 
other factors and different things as opposed to this is what it is, what can we do?  
 
 After having the opportunities to lead PLCs, Mattie had an awareness of his own 
skill development with a rich description of the experiential learning acquired through 
participation in a PLC compared to learning about a PLC.  
…I've read about PLCs a lot… you see it in different articles, and I've never been 
in some official or structured professional learning community, so actually going 
through it, and seeing some of the dynamics and…what happens if a teacher 
disagrees with something? Or a teacher’s not motivated to participate?  Or with 
Kendall and Billie, we have differences of opinion about where we should go with 
things. Having to navigate those PLCs this year definitely gives you that 
experience. 
 
He also made a distinction between knowledge and skills, noting the skill developed 
through experience.  
 
You're developing… it's more about listening than anything. You're developing 
the listening skills. And again I've spent so much - probably more than anything, 
in all my grad classes... talking about communication, and communication theory, 
and power and all these different things, so…it's not that I don't know all this…I 
would say I'm very knowledgeable in that area from an academic sense, but from 
actually experiencing it, you still have to develop those skills. And as well as 
even having those reminders, you know? Because sometimes you just lose sight 
of things… that you know, but you're not aware of in those moments. So going 
through the PLC and working with people, you become aware of those things 
again, and you have to put theories into practice. 
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 Alex became aware of a need to adjust his leadership focus. He explained, “It's 
helped me because... I see that I need to be more of a ... I need to shift my role or my 
focus from being that manager to being an instructional leader.” 
A few principals described their awareness of themselves as group members.  
Billie saw himself as “often an observer…. I think I see myself as always looking at other 
people.” Mattie recognized “ not … that I … didn't want to listen to people, but I know I 
like to speak a lot. I know I like to jump in and maybe sometimes I do it too early before 
a person is even finished … a thought.” He saw this self-awareness as one of the changes 
he associated with the PLC experiences. 
It definitely taught me a lot to really just absorb what another person is saying, to 
really listen and especially …we’ve developed relationships, and … we're very 
open with each other. And sometimes we'll be quick to jump on each other about 
something, and so I definitely think… I'm more open to when they are talking 
about things, to process it a little bit more before I react, before I react to 
something.  
 
He also felt this experience helped him become more open and flexible with conflict. 
… when there are strong personalities, and you have three leaders working 
together… everyone is trying to lead something…and everyone wants to lead, and 
they want to try to do what they think is right…And you're going to have ideas 
that you know conflict with one another, and sometimes you kind of get into 
that… power struggle where you… think your idea is the right idea, and you 
are… adamant about it…It happens with administrators. And you know, in the 
past I think I would stay adamant...But now I'm trying to be just more open to it 
and realize [there are] plenty of perspectives out there. It doesn't mean mine’s 
right all the time… I think it's helped ease that …And I think I'm definitely more 
open to that too, just taking your time, let the process play out and kind of just try 
things.  
Alex experienced some difficulty with group participation and was aware of his 
tendency to be more quiet in meetings. He recalled, “I was thinking to myself. I thought, 
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‘Okay, you have to say something. You have to say something...Have a greater voice.’" 
He faced some internal conflict with a belief that a person should not “talk for the sake of 
just hearing your voice, but talk to really say something that's gonna be meaningful, 
powerful, and have a greater impact.” He also described “sometimes I can be opinionated 
and I need to just be careful that I'm not just saying that everybody should do this.” 
 As a result of learning the data process in the PLCs, Lee described increased 
awareness of his own biases. When asked what it was like to be in job-alike PPLC, he 
quipped, “Uh, trying not to go up the ladder” making a reference to book study content 
about inserting one’s own bias into interpretation of data (Senge, 1990). He described 
that self-awareness of his own tendency toward bias as his most significant learning 
through the PLCs. 
I think that will consistently be … a challenge for me to work on... specifically 
and this is just my opinion of myself, because I feel that my strength is that 
interpersonal connection with people. Sometimes part of that is discussing 
students in a way that is up the ladder [of inferences], so knowing when to go up 
the ladder, and when to back off and say we need to put all of this to the side. 
Because I think part of the work this year I was able to say, yes I understand x, y, 
z is going on, but if we keep talking about x, y, z, this is not going to improve 
over here [hand gesture to show different area]. 
 
 Kendall similarly described the challenge of working with teachers to keep 
everyone lower on the ladder of inferences (Senge, 1990) so the group doesn’t jump to a 
conclusion not supported by data.  
  
And that's…the hard part like we saw if you're going to -if you're up here [and 
gesture] with them, okay I understand that they can be here but let's see, [I’ve] got 
to bring them back …you can automatically jump there. There's going to be times 
when you don't know where the problem is. So how do you stay low? And remain 
there until you really do know? 
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Mattie described a leadership balance between being directive or sharing 
leadership and felt that part of the challenge for him is wanting to make everyone happy.  
 
Sometimes you know you want to build collaboration, you want to build buy-in 
but there [are] certain occasions where things have to get done and you have to 
make a decision and give a directive, so I’m always looking for that balance 
because I always want everyone to be happy and to try to build that other part of 
me as a person. 
 
 
Subtheme 4: Interpersonal Awareness. Principals described interpersonal 
awareness as part of this participation in PLCs.  
 Billie recalled an uncomfortable feeling he experienced when he developed 
greater awareness of the differences across the faculty groups.  The awareness was 
important to him, but realized only because of PPLC discussions.  
I feel disjointed in terms of our faculty as a whole and where they are in this 
process, because they're in such different places. The small group [PPLC], it was 
important for us, it was important for me, to realize that. I don't know that I ever 
got that impression either. Mainly because we never talked about those structural, 
school things in the light of how's what we're doing and how are we setting 
ourselves up to effect student learning? That was big for us. 
 
All three secondary principals were aware of relationships and trust with faculty. 
Mattie connected to the importance of relationships in motivating teachers for change. He 
described “That teacher has to believe in what I’m saying, and we have to have some 
rapport where they’re going to be motivated…when I’m not in their class to do the things 
that are right for students.”  
Mattie was sensitive of the risk teachers take in groups with principals. He described 
this as seeing the real in others.  
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…but you're seeing the real side of them when they're forced to have discussions 
about something, and they can't hide what they don't know… so it's very 
interesting to work with teachers in that setting.  I think it exposes them - their 
weaknesses and it magnifies their strengths in that setting.   
 
Billie described the complex nature of supporting shared leadership knowing the 
importance of interpersonal relationships in the groups.  
One thing we don't often plan on are the relationships, the shared relationships we 
have, and managing that. That's hard. We have to manage that this work is being 
done outside of even my sight, but I want to make sure it's happening and it's 
being supported. It's hard to know if those things are happening and ... 
Relationships are a tricky thing. If this group isn't working well because of the 
personalities, relationships, and … if there's shared leadership and things are 
working, our hands shouldn't have to be in everything. We have to set it up as best 
we can so it can happen. That's one thing I worry about is something falling apart 
without my knowledge because of people.   
 
Subtheme 5: Self-Doubt vs. Self-Efficacy. Principals’ descriptions connected the 
experience to doubt or belief in one’s ability to lead the work. They use neither the words 
doubt nor efficacy, but rather the words empowerment, being able, confident, 
doing/trying, accomplish, and results. Principals did not use the word “doubt,” but rather 
fear of not being successful or surprise or disbelief about having had an effect, almost as 
if they needed to see it to believe it. 
Mattie felt that the experience of being in PLCs gives you “confidence to go in and 
lead a group. And it doesn't even have to be a PLC -just any group working with 
people… I think when you go through it you are developing those skills.” He added, “I 
think in that sense it's definitely helped me to grow and feel more confident to lead any 
group.” Billie described it as being able to effect change.  
 
For our building, for Mattie and Kendall and I, this has been really big… to be 
able to lead teachers – and the idea let’s stick with this data we have… We’ve 
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never …done this before. Let’s keep going back to this data – and it’s because of 
the PLC that we’re doing it…It’s kind of powerful.  
 
Lee used the word empowered to describe his work. He tied this to central office  
support of autonomy and innovation in supporting instructional changes in his building.  
I don’t know if I’ve ever felt more empowered than I do right now...And that’s a 
rare thing when you have three different buildings and you’re trying to align 
them, but one building may have more need…I think it’s as simple as that. I feel 
supported – more – I don’t think I could feel more supported overall, as a building 
principal in terms of looking at everything and trying to do something different…I 
think it’s as simple as that.  
  
While it’s easy to feel empowered when something goes well, Payton described the 
opposite experience of facing down obstacles that lead to doubt. He described the self-
doubt that comes from listening to a colleague whose efforts were successful.  
[He was] talking about how he did the meeting and then the teachers…got excited 
about it and organically just kind of went with it...I’m kind of like –and there’s 
that fear…again, like are my teachers just going to do that, and if they didn’t, did 
I do it the right way? There’s that human instinct…so part of it’s I just have to get 
over it... You almost get scared off from trying. 
 
 Alex shared similar doubts, explaining, “You cannot get away from measuring 
things and we measure up. Like am I good enough? Is this good enough?” 
In contrast Kendall described moments where he felt empowered by learning 
alongside teachers and not having to be the expert. He noted, “I felt empowered to be 
able to go in and have the ability and the skill set but not have all the answers.”   He felt 
having the tools and the impact was powerful. 
When you can learn something… like we did, having all the tools to go out and 
help staff and do something you believe in. I mean that's, you talk about having 
that confidence again, and … just knowing that there's something …that you can 
give teachers and work through a process with them that's going to help them be 
better at what they do…when we heard them having the conversations and getting 
as … goofy as they did over this and having a good time and enjoying their 
learning that's just…that's really powerful.  
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Mattie saw the action plan as most tied to accomplishment. 
The biggest piece I like out of the data… process is trying to develop the… action 
plan… to put something down that everyone is aware of and everyone is working 
towards…that is something that you can accomplish. I think that's the most 
important piece because … we've never actually done that and then went back to 
it and referenced it. … so I think that's a big change in culture. If we can get to 
that and say this is what we're going to do, I think that could have an impact on 
our school.  
 
 
Billie had a feeling of confidence in his ability to do the work, which he describes as 
“Having something in place where the process is working and people are seeing results 
from the process and knowing that I know…it's going somewhere, that they trust that I 
had some sort of vision even though the work was collaborative.” He described the PPLC 
results as predictable because of the team commitment.  
In terms of our small group PLC, I think I still have ... I expected that work to 
happen, because… we know we're committed to this, so we're going to do this. It 
was only the three of us. We had to rely on other people doing their work and they 
did it. That's why I was so happy with them. I knew we were going to accomplish 
what we were going to accomplish because we were coming to do that.  
 
Even with confidence in the process, and his comfort with his ability to lead, Billie 
voiced surprise at the impact of his leadership of the teacher PLC. 
 I didn't expect where it was, until I had that meeting… a couple weeks ago, when 
the … teachers were just ... that's what I think surprised me so much is they were 
there. I wasn't expecting that. I knew the thought was there, all the pieces were in 
place, but they were actually doing it. That was cool to see.  
 
 Several of the principals described a sense of surprise at the degree of impact 
they’ve had. Each of the middle school principals described they did not anticipate the 
impact they have had or how far they moved with their groups. Lee observed after 
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working with a group of teachers, “It is unreal how far they just came in about seven 
days.” About an observed change in teacher culture, Lee noted, “I don’t think that would 
have happened a year ago… that was great to see…I’m still very surprised.” When he 
heard how closely aligned some of his leadership was to the middle school’s despite 
system obstacles, he commented “I’m surprised that we’re even close to what I’m hearing 
where the middle school is.”  
 Subtheme 6: Letting Go. Five out of six of the principals described an 
experience of letting go as part of the work toward shared leadership. Some described it 
as something they experienced through the year. Others developed it as an understanding 
of something they needed to do more of to build shared leadership in their buildings.   
 Kendall described a feeling of letting go as a process of shared learning and 
shared leadership where he recognized he can’t be the one who owns the leadership.  
I think what I take away from … this year thus far, is that … it’s really good that I 
didn’t have all the answers… I don’t have the answers for this. Really, we’re 
learning this together. So I think that organic … opportunities to study this 
together and we told the teachers right away in the beginning… we don’t know 
where this is going to end. …We don’t. Sorry…But we’re going to trust this 
process and we would laugh about it – yeah trust, but please do. Because that’s 
what we have right now. I don’t know if it’s going to work in the end. But I’m 
really – I really feel strongly that if we do this well, and we really study this then 
it’s going to work, so I think kind of just letting go in that sense and depending on 
others, like… my co-facilitators in the group…was huge for me.  
 
And then all of a sudden they started taking it…They started taking it and going 
oh here’s what we can do…When you start to see these layers go into place, you 
go wow, that was really powerful because now they’re taking ownership....  I 
can’t have ownership of everything or it’s not going to work  
 
Kendall described this element as an important part of sharing leadership among 
principals and instructional leaders as well.  
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Through the years I have learned to let go because I've hired really good people 
and they are very capable. They're not going to do it the same way I would do it 
but that's okay. If something's really off … I can have those conversations… 
Here's how we can do it. But I have to use that pronoun all the time because I can 
easily take it on. But then what am I setting myself up for? … it's too big of a job 
especially if you want to be an instructional leader to just have one person who is 
calling the shots and running the show. You better have a shared leadership vision 
or it's not going to work.  
 
Payton described it as an understanding he developed throughout the year of the 
need to let go to share leadership.  
 
I learned all the data work, and I think the PLC thing, in some ways, that… there's 
other aspects of you have to pull back and just be a part of it, and not run it. They 
expect you to almost run it... That's the change on both sides… it's not supposed 
to be me, this is a shared thing. I think that's, like I said, both sides. They need to 
give some, and I need to let go of some, or a lot.  
 
 
Billie saw almost a balancing act between what he can control and what parts 
teachers own. He described awareness of being in a process and shares, “I worry about 
the parts that I can control and parts I have to let go of in terms of teacher ownership and 
teachers learning and application of their own stuff.” He also described a letting go of 
certainty about knowing exactly where the process is going.   
 
Until you start releasing that, the real work, and that's part of the PLC, this whole 
sharedness of it. I can't think of a better word. It's not just me running it, it's here 
and without that work done this year, I'm thinking about most of the teachers, 
here, here, here, here, [using hand gestures to show different groups] and 
developing that.  
 
Billie also described the challenge of balancing letting go for shared leadership 
with the need to have accountability.  
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What I worry about is that again, not in my control, we can speak and have our… 
vision, our mission …all that kind of stuff, and our attention towards shared 
leadership. We can do many things to support that. It's when it's released out of 
our control is when I start going "Okay." It's about those relationships that people 
have and the work they're doing. That part of it’s trust, trust it’s happening. 
There's a lot of trustworthy people and activities going around here, so it's not like 
I'm giving the chicken to the foxes over here, but maybe that's my control 
freakiness. I want to know. I was thinking about systems of accountability and 
how do we make sure? If I need to let go of some of that, I know that, but we do 
have to have that.  
 
Lee did not use the language of letting go, but he did use imagery suggesting 
letting teachers take the reins. He described, “Because the work is being generated by the 
teachers. And I need to be patient and let it evolve.” 
When I put information in front of teachers about individual kids, that’s where I 
got the buy-in… so that they did a lot of the work on their own because they 
wanted their students to achieve. So I didn’t solve the system dynamic…I feel that 
I empowered teachers to be able to do more so they kind of took the reins…I still 
feel like we have a lot to do. I think they see the connection to student 
achievement with data and making informed decisions. 
 
Mattie used the language of releasing control back to the teachers.  
You’re not the one giving the answers. You’re trying to get them to think about 
the problem and for them to develop some answers and develop the action step. 
And again it’s more the release back to … That’s where I think it will help my 
leadership in the future.  
 
Subtheme 7: Comparative Thinking. Tied to the descriptions of different 
investment across the PLC experiences were descriptions that evaluated processes and 
participation of the different groups. Some of the richest descriptions came from 
participant descriptions of the comparisons between groups and participants. Even though 
the AC PLC included district level staff members who were not principals, the principals 
primarily focused comparisons on the AC PLC interactions between groups of principals, 
making a distinction between elementary and secondary.   
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Comparative thinking involves an interior process, but during coding, there were 
so many references to awareness of individual or group differences in the PPLC and AC 
PLC groups that the category first emerged as a specific element of the group experience. 
It is listed as part of the interior journey because it is closely tied to metacognitive 
thinking as individuals evaluate individual and group progress with the work.  All 
participants demonstrated awareness of others’ roles in the groups and perceived levels of 
others’ application or investment. This was notable as a common theme across all 
participants. The purpose of the comparison differed. Some comparative thinking was 
used to describe interactions as supporting or inhibiting learning or group interactions. 
Other comparisons connected to relevance for individual participants. A third type of 
comparison showed participants using comparisons to judge themselves or group 
interactions. Field researcher notes and meeting transcripts were used to confirm 
accuracy of principals’ comparisons between groups. 
One perception by all group members was that the middle school principals were 
further ahead and had more of a leadership role in the AC PLC. All members noted 
awareness of participant struggles to apply or implement strategies because of structural 
differences between the two levels. The whole group benefited from the shared learning, 
but occasionally, the elementary principals engaged in negative self-comparison because 
of the system obstacles to implementation.  
The secondary principal group as a team described a level of readiness going into 
the work. This readiness included plans to launch the work at the start of the year with 
teachers. As a result of this intention, they developed a teacher leadership team and 
started their PPLC earlier. Starting the AC PLC a chapter ahead of the other groups, they 
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were able to model for others. Kendall described the middle school team had a greater 
readiness for the work, noting the middle school was already “… a little ahead of the 
game because we were… already formulating this as a building goal anyway… so when 
it got overlaid with the district one- great.”.  
All described the differences in participation and engagement between the two 
groups in the AC PLC. All principals attributed participation differences to the limited 
opportunities the elementary principals had to apply or be involved in the work back in 
their buildings, in comparison to what the middle school principals experienced in their 
building as they applied learning. 
  Billie described this difference in the common work as having an effect on the 
value he derived from the conversations in the AC PLC.  
Had it all been on the same page in terms of the work they were doing in their 
schools, it may have been more valuable to us. Hopefully, we gave them a lot of 
value with just what we were doing. There's some value in that, too. In terms of 
an education for all of us, it's hard to say because when you sit down, you want to 
be a part of the PLC. You want to assume that everyone is giving and taking from 
it. I think Kendall and Mattie and I maybe gave a little more, because of what we 
were doing. 
 
Additionally, middle school principals described this difference between the 
groups as having a limiting effect on the quality of the conversation in the AC PLC. 
Mattie described a greater depth of discussion in the PPLC as compared to the AC PLC. 
They felt like they didn’t get as much out of the shared discussion in the AC PLC 
because the group members at the other levels had less to share. Mattie described as a 
team they had more to share because they were steeped in the implementation of 
turnaround work with teachers, where they perceived others were not. Mattie described 
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that the lack of opportunity for some AC PLC members to enact learning limited what 
others could share about the common experiences.  
People would have been pulling from their experiences in that moment. Last week 
this came up, or that happened two weeks ago. Things that Kendall and Mattie 
and I were doing. We didn't get a lot of that, because they just weren't involved in 
the same kind of work we were involved in. 
 
Mattie’s description of greater learning or deeper discussion in the PPLC was 
confirmed in the meeting transcripts. The meeting transcripts confirmed the middle 
school PPLC group did engage in pausing to regroup, synthesize meaning and reflect on 
how the parts and strategies tied to the overall vision for their learning and back to 
teacher and student learning. They noted this was easier to do because of their structural 
advantages and common work. 
Middle school principals were leading three distinct teacher groups through a 
common lesson plan about which they could debrief afterward. In addition to developing 
and implementing a common lesson plan, the middle school team regularly engaged in 
planning dialogue that included clarification of their own understanding and their 
common purpose. They could go deeper into the details of the instructional leadership 
lesson plan because they were farther along in application of the book study topics. They 
were able to lead their groups through a structured process of data inquiry stages leading 
to the development and implementation of small-scale action plans. They each also had 
one established group to focus on for the leadership work. Therefore, as they planned and 
considered the needs of the group, they were able to narrow the focus to connect to the 
specific group they would facilitate. As a group, the middle school principals also 
stepped back from their specific group to align their individual work to the common 
vision for where they wanted to take the school, as a whole.  
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Their planning dialogue negotiated this common vision and helped them circle 
back to joint planning for the future as a whole school even though they developed 
individual plans for three different groups. For example, transcripts from one December 
meeting confirmed Billie attended to his own and his teacher group’s learning. He noted, 
“I'm struggling on my own, but I want to make sure that our folks go through this process 
and at least understand it. We keep dividing our intention. I get worried for me - and my 
group.” He wanted to focus on learning the data process and worry less about the actual 
data and suggested, “I feel the goal of this first year ...  is to learn the process and get 
used to the process. Not even worrying about our data.” Kendall felt a little differently. 
He noted “And we're still doing that,” but asked, “It's just when do you bring them 
together?” Billie still felt “the process is the most important thing right now. And 
learning that part for all of us.”  
This type of clarification characterized their discussions as they engaged in 
planning dialogue. At the same meeting, Mattie asked, “What I need to know out of this 
process, are we picking something and trying to actually do it?” Kendall described that 
particular activity as “just for our practice purposes. You agree with that, Billie?” They 
engaged in that type of purpose-setting as part of the “planning the plan” approach they 
used. They negotiated conflicts, modifications and differences in approach and belief.  
During a different meeting, Mattie described frustration with the slow pace of the 
work when he wanted to see results.  
 
Again, where I'm struggling is, what's the end goal here for this year? Because I'm 
at …a crossroad where I could start forcing something to actually happen… right 
now, but it jumps this process a little bit…What I'm struggling with is we have 
this time allotted to do PD ... and we're trying to do this process, so I have that 
time. Do I just keep going through this process and the end product for this year is 
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nothing? We're not going to get anything out of it this year. Or do I try to force 
something then? 
 
 Throughout the process of learning how to work with data and how to work as a 
PLC, their team circled back to ask what and why? In their PPLC meeting, Kendall 
described this review as part of what they kept at the forefront for the entire staff. 
I think it's good for my learning too. Like to go back to let's review why 
we're doing this and what it's going to look like in the future because if 
they see this as a one-and-done, like okay, let's just get through this. But 
when we keep talking about next year and benchmarking and how this 
process will play and what a PLC can potentially look like here if we do it 
right…that’s [what] we want to keep reinforcing. This isn't just going to 
end in April or May, you go on your way and we never talk about…PLC 
or data again. They need to know that…we are building the foundation for 
this - this year. And … I think that's the most important message we can 
get this year-  along with the learning of course-  just that message.   
 
One February observation from the field researcher’s notes related to the idea of 
the difference between learning the specific steps of the data process of the book study as 
something to know and learning steps of the data process as something to lead. The 
observed discussion of middle school participants in the AC PLC was not about the 
details of the data step, but rather about leading teachers through that work. 
I regularly … ask principals to consider beyond implementing the next 
[data process] step, but also the task of leading that work. I … routinely 
prompt the meta-view …to include the instructional leadership challenge. 
Today I gave the prompt, but the responses really showed they were at the 
meta-level more so than at the start of the process. For example, Billie in 
his group described his own thinking as he learned about the work of this 
chapter. He evaluated his own work and the skill level of his teacher 
group. He was describing to his partner that he realized there was some 
thinking he had not asked his teacher group to consider that now on 
reflection he realized he needed to address for them to be successful with 
the next steps. What his verbal description indicated was that he was not 
focused on the … process as book content to be learned through book 
study, but rather as something to apply and to lead in a way that was 
tailored to the group culture and needs. 
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Some of the secondary principals’ descriptions of comparisons of the groups 
engaged in the AC PLC suggested the secondary group members demonstrated a level of 
metacognition about the group learning. This is notable because the middle school group 
believed they were able to lead more in the AC PLC because they had the most 
opportunity to apply learning in leadership contexts in their schools. Their comparisons 
of group interactions included monitoring of the group learning. Billie was paired with an 
elementary colleague struggling with something that Billie recalled experiencing at the 
start of the process. He recognized himself at an earlier stage of learning as he listened. 
He described, “I was just speaking to Alex last week, and I saw myself, looking back 
right now, I can see myself being in that spot in September and October- okay, what are 
we doing?”  
Kendall described the evolution of both groups through the year both in terms of 
dialogue and application. Like the elementary principals, he identified the structural 
challenges as obstacles to applied learning. 
When I look at it from elementary to secondary… there are definitely 
connected needs, but there are also different needs, so … you see the 
learning. You see the frustrations from one group to ours, and they’re a 
little different. 
 
 He believed the actual practice made the topic more meaningful and this 
accounted for the different levels of AC PLC participation between the PPLC groups. 
 
We were taking it as this is something we’re studying and practicing. I 
think every step more than likely was more meaningful to us because we 
were going to go and practice it. I’m not so sure the others had that 
opportunity to do that to the degree that we did... I think they will. And I 
think just hearing some of the conversations lately, I think they’re deeper 
than they were earlier in the year…because they see that this process can 
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work, but they’re just they’re really trying to really figure out the 
structure…Because they have more limitations than we do …I think 
they’re starting to see …and they may have heard some of …the way that 
we feel about it and how encouraged we are by it.  
 
Mattie described that “With the Middle School group, we're doing it to benefit our 
school. There [in AC PLC], we’re doing it to kind of push the group along. So it's why it 
felt more meaningful with the school group.”   
 In contrast, the elementary principals focused on overcoming obstacles so they 
could apply their learning. Since their debrief time was limited as a result of having 
limited opportunity to work with teachers, they did more work looking at data and 
applying the data inquiry strategies during discussions about student data. While AC PLC 
and PPLC learning may have informed later conversations with teachers, the learning 
was less directly tied to a specific instructional leadership plan because they did not have 
a common structure for turning the work around in their buildings. Nor did they have the 
pre-initiative readiness described by the middle school teams who began planning 
structural supports as a team in advance of the development of their PPLC.  
In the middle school PPLC, principals regularly described a process of “planning 
the plan,” while in the elementary PPLC, principals shared ideas about three different 
potential plans.  The researcher’s field observation notes made a distinction between the 
approaches, noting it as “We” vs. “I” thinking, identifying this as a difference between 
the elementary and middle school PPLC planning practices.  
One elementary participant reflected on the limitations and intrusiveness of 
obstacles when Alex described, “We tried to focus, and then of course, other things 
always came in.”  The elementary team used the meetings as opportunity for working 
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with data and practicing data protocols and facilitation skills. There were rich 
instructional leadership discussions. Some of their discussions about how to do this with 
teachers focused on envisioned work rather than planned or enacted work. They did 
engage in planning dialogue and debriefing about instructional leadership experiences. 
The elementary principals enacted some of the steps of data inquiry and supporting 
teachers to adjust instruction, but they often did this through innovative use of strategic 
opportunities, rather than a structured process of turnaround work with teachers. 
Finally, of the members of the two PPLCs, all three of the middle school 
participants were able to describe the interactions of the district layers of the nested 
learning communities as inter-related layers. Kendall described it as “a real nice 
progression … we take it from there [the AC PLC] to the real practice of teaching and 
learning – to the teachers. So having those three layers in place…I’ve never had that great 
of an opportunity before to put anything in practice having three layers like that…” 
Mattie described a triangle shape to suggest the layers of PLCs. “That’s -that’s 
where you have the process, the [data inquiry process learned in the book study], have the 
PLC for us to learn it, for us to have conversations about it and then implement it you 
know so it’s a nice little you know almost like a triangle” [added hand motions to 
indicate]. 
Billie described an awareness of learning through the process.  
 
But making it, you know, very, very clear and pulling ourselves back and going 
this is what the PLC is. Let’s be honest to it. And I think we do that in all three 
groups – admin, [AC PLC] small group [PPLC] and the larger group [Teacher 
PLC].  
 
So there was a lot of built-in structure you know, through the three PLCs, really. 
And they all depended on each other.  
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In each of the interviews, the middle school principals identified the teacher layer 
of PLCs as another layer of learning communities. This was notable because all three 
indicated a picture of the nested communities, all the way to the teacher level of the 
system. This matched some of the meeting transcripts from the middle school PPLC 
where the group discussed an additional resource from leadership work that included the 
idea of leaders needing to be on the balcony and the dance floor (Heifetz, Grashow & 
Linsky, 2008). At a March PPLC meeting, Kendall shared, “I wasn't balcony level until 
we talked two weeks ago,” and “We're so much on the dance floor.” All participants 
across both PPLCs had rich discussion and all demonstrated self-awareness. The data 
does suggest more of a “balcony” or system level view was attained by the middle school 
group, matching some of the comparative thinking that the middle school was further 
ahead in the process and as a learning community. 
While the elementary principals described the collegial, connecting, and unifying 
benefits of the AC PLC, their descriptions did not convey a picture of the nested model 
with the degree of balcony view as the middle school.  In the interviews, as the topics of 
the book study outpaced the elementary principals’ opportunities to apply the learning, 
the elementary principals described the AC PLC as less connected or immediately 
relevant, becoming more tied to future thinking than current lived experience. For 
example, Lee described of this meaning gap between the AC PLC and the PPLC, “but I 
do see more alignment in the work now that here we are in May.” 
Payton appreciated hearing from group members perceived to be further ahead in 
their application of strategies learned in the PLC, noting, “I like hearing ... because the 
middle school's been kind of leading some of that, or they were for most of the year, 
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doing a lot of that work. It was really nice to hear that piece, just what's going on. Then to 
come back to our smaller group and just ... because we're all in the same boat.” 
Alex described the secondary implementation as “Okay the middle school they 
have Kendall, they have Billie, they have Mattie….  Everyone’s on fire. Everyone’s 
burning up, you know?” while in contrast as elementary principals “…we’re just like 
getting our feet wet with this whole concept.” Alex described this comparative thinking 
as creating a sense of pressure or accountability. He noted, “I think at … the elementary 
level we’re definitely, I think we’re definitely not where secondary is. …And I think we 
always do that comparison piece.” He describes this as an internal group pressure, “so 
when you hear about it you’re like, hmmmnn. So it’s like you try to jump or you try to 
get to that next level or you try to get there. … when I say it’s not really… pressure from 
the leaders… but it’s just like [hand clapping] I’ve got to get on the ball.”   
 While the comparative thinking can exert some pressure, it can be attached to 
negative self-evaluation and frustration, as Alex describes. 
I’m beating myself up and I’m thinking… these are the things that I need to 
somehow incorporate and to do and to just get it done and not let all the other 
pieces take over. Because it’s so easy to allow…the daily… the parent meetings, 
the teacher meetings, the student issues and whatever issues just overwhelm you 
and take over your focus. …because sometimes we can lose our focus and as an 
administrator…it’s like this is due, that’s due or there are so many other things 
that are due outside of the instructional piece …you’re just keeping up with the 
daily or the things that are currently- that you’re involved in so it’s like, ooh 
[sound of frustration].  
 
So by coming together as a group, you’re like, yeah, I’ve got to really step it up in 
that area, I really have to pick up the pace in that area.  
 
Lee described the differences in a more neutral way, noting “... we all have our – 
we’re in our own places I think with that work... I think like any group, you have 
participants that speak more than others. And I think part of it as the middle school 
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because I think they they’re further along and have gotten more done, …”. He observed 
“how the middle school has really been able to jump in versus what we’ve been able to 
do.”  
Lee noted this comparison as potentially productive, saying, “It’s a good thing 
any time the three elementary [schools] have to reevaluate what the structure of our day 
looks like. Whether it’s the schedule, professional development, … so the bad part is you 
feel like you are not doing as much… as they’re doing. The other side is because of that, 
I’m sure the three of us are looking at when can I meet with my staff?” Like Alex, the 
comparative thinking appeared to relate some internal group pressure. Lee saw the 
differences in more of a neutral assessment of the different resources across the levels:  
… the last protocol… I thought there was a lot of value… you were able to kind 
of glean the perspective of everybody in the room as to what is feasible and 
…what are all the resources … we were on different places with feasibility. In 
pockets. And part of that was just the system of secondary versus elementary.  
 
It seems that the middle school has found the way that their schedule or their 
system is set up, they have it built in, so that – the first thing that hits me is that I 
think … am I going to be able to participate? Or is my building where we need to 
be in relation to other buildings, specifically middle school? Um, it’s not 
necessarily a fair comparison, but they’re ready to infuse some of this. 
 
While the comparison against a perceived more advanced group may have created 
some pressure for some elementary group members, the assignment of leadership 
opportunities for the more advanced middle school group may have created some group 
pressure for them to participate more in the large AC PLC.   
Billie explained how the presumed leadership in the AC PLC interacted with their 
work in their PPLC to create some pressure, which he described as positive pressure. 
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And in a good way, like how’s it going at the middle school? … We had to 
prepare for that so we’d do our reading and we’d get prepared for that. … because 
… we wanted to share out. We wanted to lead that [AC] PLC by ‘Hey look 
what’s happening. Look what we’re doing. Look what we’ve done’…And we 
couldn’t have done that had we not been planning for that … we knew we were 
trying to do... the facilitator knew what we were trying to do. And I think part of 
that was having us help facilitate that. Which worked. I think it absolutely 
worked. 
 
Theme 4:	  Understanding of PLCs All principals described having greater 
understanding about PLCs. Descriptions fell into subcategories of clarity, structure, role 
of the principal or shared leadership. 
Subtheme 1: Clarity. All principals described having greater clarity about PLCs. 
Some principals described having a greater sense of having participated in PLCs 
compared to prior experiences that lacked clarity. Billie described, “I think what stands 
out, for me, has been the fact that I feel like I'm in an actual PLC versus just by name.” 
He used the word “sharedness” to clarify what that means.  
I say that because as I reflect, there seems to be more of a community about it in 
terms of “sharedness,” if that makes sense. The fact that I'm just not in a meeting 
where someone's leading a meeting, and I'm just part of it. It's developing that shared 
leadership and shared values and “sharedness” of it. That wasn't in my prior 
experience with PLC's.  
 
No other PLC that I've done has had this kind of effect…the sharedness is the only 
word I can think of - The only real collaboration is happening and you can kind of 
feel it, where I never felt it before even though I think the ones I was in were 
contrived- they weren't real PLC's …  
 
Mattie described the PLC as a process rather than an initiative. He explained, “This is 
a process that has nothing to do with an initiative. It’s a process… that uses data… The 
PLC has allowed us to work … more closely with our departments in those areas in a 
more formal process that has steps, that’s systematic.” 
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He contrasted his experience this year with his prior experience. 
 
We used to have a data team…  and reflecting on this PLC and reflecting on the 
data… process I didn’t have that in place, so …I can remember the members and 
the conversations. …They didn’t understand what we were trying to 
accomplish…And they only saw what they wanted to see in the data…And there 
wasn’t some process to …have this collaborative effort. 
 
 Alex described awareness of being at a beginning stage of PLC development.  
 
I think at the elementary level we’re just beginning this process … of … 
establishing that this is a community effort. It’s a group effort, and we’re all 
coming together to look at the same information and to interpret it… whether it’s 
for your classroom or as a grade level … with the PLCs, it brings it all together 
where we’re all collaborating.  
 
Lee similarly described his current experience in comparison to prior PLC 
experience, noting, “I think this one obviously hits a lot of that criteria, the … the 
principal one. But prior to this I don’t think those were really – they were attempts.” 
 Subtheme 2: Student-Focused. An emergent understanding about PLCs 
included the student-centered focus. Lee described one of his biggest “learnings” through 
the PLCs. 
…the need to focus on learning-centered issues. That…has stuck with me. And 
also trying not to infuse bias. Those are the two…a lot of the conversations I’m 
having with teachers informally in team meetings or whenever, those two things 
are very prominent in my questioning now. So I think they have to be the two 
biggest learnings that I’ve taken out of the process so far. 
 
Billie compared the student focused PLC work this year, with his prior experience in 
a PLC, noting, “I don't know ... if it even reached the work, the important work, the 
teaching, and learning work, I don't know if it even reached that level. I don't think 
whatever we were doing affected that kind of change, where I think this is.” He described 
the student focus as potentially the missing piece in his prior experience.  
Maybe that was the difference that I was missing before. Maybe it wasn’t overtly 
pointed out or it wasn’t part of our mission, that’s what we’re doing but we really 
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weren’t focusing on student learning. Where here, whether we speak as our small 
group as administrators or even with the teachers, it’s centered on data, which is 
centered on changing instruction, which is measured in changing student learning. 
That has been the real thing that I’ve noticed has been different.  
 
Billie saw the student focus as part of closing the loop for him on using the PLC to 
support a data process. 
 
I think the loop has been closed a lot on why we're doing it...that last meeting with 
the …teachers was, for me, very powerful because they were doing the PLC. I 
was just there. The work was being done by them and the discussions -I was part 
of the discussion, but they were the ones who were looking at their student 
data…They were the ones who were discussing how to affect next year, how 
we're going to benchmark, how we're going to do this. How do I track Johnny 
[across grades]? They were just going there…I just saw it happening.  
 
And with these other PLCs, they were not. It didn’t have that focus [on student 
learning]. It wasn’t about student learning…. Because I don’t remember ever 
being part of this kind of work before. Now when we speak – when it’s just the 
principals … it’s focused on that. We’re trying to develop …our small PLC of 
principals. We’re trying to develop a large PLC. So it’s …we’re kind of modeling 
it for ourselves, how to do it with our faculty.  
 
Subtheme 3: Structure. Principals describe certain structures as part of PLCs. 
They include dedicated time, consistency, and protocols. Principals also viewed the PLC  
as a structure itself that can support work in schools.  
Kendall saw the PLC as a mechanism for any type of learning. He viewed the 
opportunities through the mechanism of not just a single PLC but the layered or nested 
PLCs where shared professional development takes place at one level, and application 
takes place at another. He explained, “What I get out of the big group [AC PLC] is more 
the technical aspects because we’re really looking at it through all the different layers. He 
saw the AC PLC “as more the of the learning the nuts and bolts” and “giving us the wide 
overview of the big picture.” He saw the PLC as a tool, describing “whenever I had any 
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kind of problem to solve in my classroom, any form of assessment, maybe there’s some 
assessment … my colleague and I want to study, there’s a mechanism to do that.”  
I really couldn’t think of anything you couldn’t plug into … because then when 
you study anything that comes across – well you already have a PLC process in 
place, here’s our next one. And once people are used to that form and that system, 
I don’t foresee anything you couldn’t say okay, we can study this in a PLC.  
 
 Kendall described the structure as he envisioned it.  
The way…that we kind of embraced the process this year… we’re… taking the 
data, taking our … problem … so we were looking at data which typically during 
a PLC you’re working to get to that problem, and your team would, as I see it 
moving forward, your team would… go through the steps of building trust, and 
collaboration, and then we’d look at a problem, instructional or whatever it may 
be in the school …to study, to discuss. So we had this built-in.  
 
Mattie emphasized “that commitment to consistency.” Billie similarly described a 
commitment to consistent processes as key element to supporting the work of a PLC. 
All we're doing this year has to be valued and recognized that we're doing it for a 
reason. The reason is where we're going next year and the year after that. The 
work never stays the same. … I think respecting a process, but allowing teachers 
to see us in the process with them, so they start trusting that. It's not another one 
and done, see you next September, kind of thing. 
 
Subtheme 4: Principal Role. Principals’ descriptions of PLCs included elements 
connected to the role of the principal in supporting PLCs. Elementary principals 
envisioned new structures to support the work. 
Kendall described the shared learning that occurred across the leadership team and 
beyond. His descriptions include the need for the participant to be a leader who is 
learning with teachers as an active participant on the team.  
What’s been really special about this process is I’m learning with everyone. And 
that’s – I think that’s important as not only the instructional leader but for my 
whole leadership team here and even for our department chairs is … this belief 
	  	  
164	  
that if Kendall is there, and he’s at the table with us and Billie is there, and 
whomever… that – they value this and this is important…this process has shown 
me that in every aspect of what I do, if you’re not an active participant and you’re 
not doing the learning with them, then why are you doing it? You know then it’s 
just a top-down - just tell me what to do and I’ll do it.  
 
He felt “now that we’re learning how to do things together – it just sends a whole – 
entirely different message. I think they really appreciate that you’re not just the experts 
espousing here’s what you do and here’s our wisdom... so I think that’s sent out this 
collaborative message to the staff.” 
Principals also saw the principal’s role as creating structures and environments that 
support teacher PLCs. Kendall explained, “I don’t have to lead everything, but I’ve got to 
make sure I put … the infrastructure in place where they can have these meetings … so 
it’s in place and we don’t just let it go. Because we can – we can move on.” Billie 
similarly noted the dedicated teacher meeting time was a resource principals are 
responsible for providing. “Come on, why set people up and go do this but we won't give 
you any time or resources to do it? It's not fair.” He added, “If we don't give teachers time 
to do this work, then they're not going to go home and do it at home, because they can't.” 
Subtheme 5: Shared Leadership. All the principals describe the need to share 
leadership even though they used some different terms to describe it.  
Billie used the word “sharedness” to describe the whole experience, including shared 
leadership in his explanation. “… the biggest thing I get out of it was that when it works, 
and I think this is working, is the sharedness of it. We all seem to be part of it, it's not just 
I'm leading something and people are following.” 
Maybe that's the difference, I guess, with my understanding of a PLC versus what 
it was in September, October. … Watching them work collaboratively together 
and how that's changing their practice. That was pretty big. Again, I was almost 
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removed. I was clearly part of the conversation, but I was not driving that train. I 
was just sitting in a seat and left the station. It was good.  
 
He suggests the vision or focus is still part of the leader’s work in shared leadership 
when he described, “I still think the shared value of it can be lost easily, because you still 
need leadership to keep your eyes on the prize… to keep focusing everyone.” 
In the first interview Payton described his thinking about his role.  
I was trying to think, you know, what is the best role for me? Initially, you want 
to be involved and…want to lead it as you’re getting there and as you’re training 
them …Eventually I want them to know that I’m just another member of that 
team. You know, there’s no judgment…it’s really all of us putting our heads 
together for that … shared vision. This is what it is in the end.   
 
In the final interview he described his greatest learning is the need for shared 
leadership. 
I think it's just what I've learned the most is ... I have to have shared leadership on 
this, …if it only comes from me, it's only gonna go so far. You've got to find the 
people, whether it's grade level chairs, or building chairs, or whatever it is ... or 
even just the natural leaders that are out there, you’ve got to find ways to pull 
them in and get them engaged and supportive [because] they'll be the ones to help 
to be the change agents…I know who they are, and I find ways to tap into them. 
 
 Kendall described PLCs as strong mechanism to support the shared leadership.  
 
…. We can lead them to the ideas and we can help present ideas and we can look 
at the big picture but they have to have ownership of it. And I think … this 
mechanism is … really strong for that.  
	  
Results and Interpretation 
Result 1: Participants described participation in PPLCs as valuable in providing  
connection, collegial support and learning, collaboration, shared vision and 
dedicated time to focus on instructional leadership.  
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What resonated across the interviews was that principals valued the PPLCs as a 
mechanism to bridge the traditional isolation of their roles. This supports what other 
researchers have found about principals placing value on the opportunity to come 
together with job-alike principals for shared learning (Davis, Leon, & Fultz, 2013). 
Shared learning was valuable in providing common professional development, common 
understanding and common vocabulary, sometimes described as getting everyone “on the 
same page.” Other researchers have found a community-strengthening benefit of 
common professional development as part of the PLC experience (Lotter, Yow, & Peters, 
2014). The principals’ description of PLCs as useful in helping everyone to be ‘on the 
same page’ with common vocabulary and common understanding supports what other 
researchers have found to suggest common learning also improves the quality of talk 
related to instruction (Horn & Little, 2010).  
Principals found the PLC increased connection and collegial support. Not only did 
principals describe the PLC as valuable in reducing the isolation, but also in helping them 
carve out dedicated time for instructional leadership when being pulled in so many 
managerial directions. Their description of the difficulty in stepping away from what they 
perceive as management tasks to focus on instructional leadership and reflection aligns 
with researchers’ descriptions of the role of the principal as stressful and isolating 
(DeNisco, 2015; Lazaridou, 2009). The difficulty that principals report in finding the 
time for instructional leadership echoes other researchers who found principals spend 
almost ninety percent of their time on management and administrative tasks (Horng, 
Klasik & Loeb, 2010). The PLC was perceived as a dedicated opportunity to focus on 
instruction instead of management.  
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Result 2: Principals experienced new learning and collaborative work in PPLCs in 
relation to their direct relevance as something they can apply to lead change in their 
building contexts.  
Contextualized learning marked the experience of each participant. The PLCs 
provided an opportunity for principals to experience job-embedded learning both as they 
engaged in collaborative discussions about problems of practice within the PLC, and as 
they applied their learning beyond the PLC in their building leadership contexts. There 
was an interaction between relevance of learning in the PLC, the principals’ ability to 
enact the learning, and the ability of the group to meaningfully discuss participants’ 
experiential learning. Principals’ descriptions of learning in and through PLCs suggest 
the importance of relevance (Mombourquette & Bedard, 2014; Zepeda, Parylo, & 
Bengston, 2014), experiential learning (Lazaridou, 2009; Wenger, 1998), and reflective 
discourse (DuFour, 2004; Gates & Watkins, 2010; Kruse & Louis, 1993; Owen, 2014; 
Nelson, et al., 2010; Prytula, 2012). The district PPLC model brought to the surface a 
complex interaction between autonomy and joint planning that interacted to affect 
relevance, experiential learning and group discourse for participants. This section 
discusses the complex interactions of supports and obstacles to applying learning in 
authentic contexts and the impact on the collaborative work of the PPLC. 
Relevance to context. In the context of the PLC or PPLC, principals attached 
greatest value to what mattered most to them for leading back in their buildings. 
Principals described feeling less invested in what had less direct impact in their building 
context. While valuable for common professional development, collegiality and shared 
vision, the AC PLC was less valued for its greater distance from the work in their 
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buildings. This supports the findings of researchers who have found principals as adult 
learners place high value on relevance to the needs of their buildings (Mombourquette & 
Bedard, 2014; Zepeda, Parylo & Bengston, 2014). Without system supports for 
elementary principals to enact what they were learning, there were elements of the book 
study that had less applicability even when discussed in the PPLC. System obstacles 
affected what could be applied or have impact.  
This obstacle represented by the disconnect between learning and the immediate 
ability to apply it supports the findings of a Wallace Foundation case study of leadership 
PLCs (GEO, 2012). They engaged in study of two types of PLC groups: LIG (Leadership 
Issue Groups) and LCLC (Leading Change Learning Community). The creation of these 
groups was necessitated by the recognition that “grantees’ work on the ground was 
happening at a more rapid pace than researchers were able to generate lessons” (p.5). 
This resulted in the LIG and LCL being developed as “just-in time” PLCs to provide 
“just-in-time” learning. They found a benefit from immediately applicable learning. The 
idea of “just-in-time” learning is relevant to this district study because the lags between 
learning and implementation in the district PPLCs affected relevance of topics to 
participants. 
Principal learning was filtered through a lens that took into account several 
different perspectives. These included the system needs, teacher readiness and skills, 
needs of the PPLC group, and considerations of their own and the group’s learning and 
participation. This connects to the complexity of leader learning and aligns to previous 
research about what types of knowledge leaders need (Lazaridou, 2009; Mumford, et al., 
2000). Principal knowledge has been described as falling into four categories: knowledge 
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of people, knowledge of organization, knowledge of task, and finally tacit knowledge 
which guides the adaptation and application of skills specific to a particular context 
(Lazaridou, 2009; Mumford, et al., 2000). This latter category of tacit knowledge is 
developed over time through job-embedded experiential learning (Lazaridou, 2009). 
Principal participation in PPLCs allowed them to work with different types of knowledge 
as part of the PLC experience. 
Even though the elementary principals described less experiential learning and 
less joint enterprise, they still assigned greater value to the work of the PPLC because it 
was more closely connected to their buildings. The greater value both groups placed on 
the experience more closely tied to work in their buildings supports what researchers 
have found suggesting the importance of relevancy for principals as adult learners 
(Mombourquette & Bedard, 2014; Zepeda, Parylo & Bengston, 2014). The values they 
attach to the experience, even without the experiential learning connect to relevance 
(Zepeda, Parylo & Bengston, 2014), but also to the pillars of adult learning described by 
Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano (2013). They include teaming, collegial inquiry, 
providing leadership roles, and mentoring. The job-alike PPLC created a small team of 
collaboration and inquiry where principals wrestled more with actual problems of 
practice in their buildings.  
Collaboration on joint work connected to authentic leadership contexts. The 
facilitation of the PPLCs was guided by the recommendations of Honig and Rainey 
(2014) who recommended a focus on “joint work.” This also connected to the idea of 
“joint enterprise,” which aligns with the underlying theoretical concept of communities of 
practice (Wenger, 1998). Wenger (1998) makes the distinction that joint enterprise does 
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not mean the enterprise must be identical, but rather that it must be “communally 
negotiated” (p. 78). It “need not be uniform for it to be a collective product” (p.79). 
Honig & Rainey (2014) found central office facilitators of PPLCs were more successful 
when aligned with the concept of communities of practice. The facilitator was guided by 
the reviewed literature and focused on achieving joint enterprise through the common 
planning for instructional leadership.  
The different levels of collaboration across the different PLCs suggest there may 
be a complex balance between autonomy and joint enterprise in principal PLCs. The joint 
planning model benefited the middle school PPLC with its system supports and structures 
in place to support both joint enterprise and experiential learning. The elementary PPLC 
engaged in practice and dialogue and some limited joint planning, but was less successful 
in jointly planning for authentic application of skills without the system supports in place.  
The district initiative allowed principals autonomy to determine how they would 
apply what they learned in the AC PLC book study. This aligns with traits of adult 
learning theory that adult learning should be self-directed, and follows the 
recommendations of Zepeda, Parylo & Bengston (2014) that principals should be given 
more autonomy in directing their own learning. The middle school PPLC, decided on a 
common path and described a high degree of investment and joint enterprise, navigating 
the group members’ accountability to each other and to a common purpose (Gates & 
Watkins, 2010; Hargreaves, et al., 2012).  
In contrast, the elementary PPLC faced structural obstacles to common planning 
and implementation. As a result, they determined individual strategies for application in 
their buildings and experienced less collaborative discussion focused on shared planning 
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as a PPLC. They described less joint enterprise in addition to facing system obstacles that 
limited opportunities to meet with teachers to apply their learning. To apply learning, 
they focused on common work in the PPLC by practicing protocols, applying the data 
process strategies learned in the book study, and collaborating to overcome system 
obstacles in their buildings. Even though they engaged in planning dialogue focused on 
applying learning in their buildings, their separate plans remained separate rather than 
joint work as a result of the autonomous decisions.   
As a result of autonomous decision-making, the common work in the elementary 
PPLC did not extend beyond the PPLC.  They worked individually to apply learning 
outside the PPLC, resulting in debriefing of separate rather than shared experiences when 
they came back together. They were not accountable to the group to report on the same 
thing. In contrast, the middle school principals described being accountable to their PPLC 
group. 
It should be noted that the elementary principals faced system obstacles to 
experiential learning that made it even more difficult to find a common course of action 
to apply learning. They did not have common schedules or aligned professional 
development calendars, or pre-established team structures for common target groups. 
Elementary principals selected autonomous paths because a joint one was unavailable 
with existing structures. Additionally, without any district mandate or requirement to try 
to achieve consensus on how to apply learning in building contexts, it was difficult for 
the elementary group to focus on common work in the PPLC as suggested by Honig & 
Rainey (2014). 
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This difference and tension between autonomy and joint work supports what other 
researchers have found to suggest there are different ways to express autonomy, such as 
deciding the topics for group study or choosing to participate at all in collaboration 
(DuFour, 2011; Gates & Watkins, 2010; Hargreaves, et al., 2012). The difficulty the 
elementary PPLC faced in having selected different pathways for applying learning 
resulted in less collaboration. This supports DuFour’s (2011) caution about voluntary 
collaboration. He contends that collaboration should not be optional, noting when it is 
voluntary, isolation is maintained at the expense of successful community. 
The issue of autonomy that arose in this study also connects to a study of a three-
year district initiative in CCSD conducted by Zepeda and colleagues (2015) that has 
similarities to the district initiative studied in this research. One of the differences 
between this study and CCSD is that the CCSD initiative required principals to 
demonstrate learned skills by replicating prepared activities. CCSD described success 
with the level of accountability required of their principals.  
In contrast, in the current study, the AC PLC provided modeling, simulations and 
exemplars of activities, but the PPLCs engaged principals in their own planning of 
activities to conduct with their staff. PPLCs had autonomy to decide how to proceed. 
While the facilitator supported practice with protocols, principals made final selections 
on the ones they used with their staff.  
Accountability connects to the idea of autonomy. Another researcher of PPLCs 
noted accountability requirements of New Zealand PPLCs were disincentives to 
engagement (Piggot-Irvine, 2006). The principals in both district PPLCs filtered new 
learning through the lens of their building needs, suggesting that a requirement for 
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implementing in a particular way may have met with resistance as Piggot-Irvine (2006) 
found.  
The complex relationship between autonomy and engagement noted in the 
principal experiences supports what other researchers have found. The role of self-
selection, accountability, and autonomy is complex and there is lack of agreement on the 
importance of these elements in teacher PLCs (DuFour, 2011; Gates & Watkins, 2010; 
Hargreaves, et al., 2012; Voulalas & Sharpe, 2005). Another element that makes 
accountability and autonomy even more complex for PPLCs is the principals’ 
descriptions of the importance of filtering new learning according to the needs of their 
building cultures. All participants in this study described this process as a part of their 
applied learning. This aligns to what Mombourquette & Bedard (2014) found in a study 
of principal’s perspectives regarding district practices to support principal learning. They 
found principals valued professional development that was tied to building needs. 
Providing autonomy to decide what’s best for one building according to individual 
building needs made it hard for principals across buildings to cohere in common 
planning. 
All principals described new learning with an action orientation focused on 
filtering learning according to their building’s needs and applicability, but this alone did 
not have the effect of preparing principals for a leadership opportunity in their buildings, 
where they could practice the work in a real context. The joint enterprise of collaborative 
planning for instructional leadership benefited principals by preparing them for 
experiential and applied learning in building contexts. The joint enterprise was less job-
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embedded for the elementary group. They missed the opportunity to develop tacit 
knowledge or skills through experience (Lazaridou, 2009; Mumford, et al., 2000).  
Experiential learning in leadership contexts. PPLC interactions allowed 
principals to see models, engage in dialogue and apply new knowledge, but the tacit 
knowledge, especially related to facilitation skills was an area the middle school PPLC 
group had far greater opportunity to gain. The common planning and implementation 
marked the experience of the middle school PPLC. Their system advantages supported 
much greater experiential learning. By the end of the year, the middle school described a 
degree of confidence in facilitation skills that the elementary group did not. The higher 
degree of experiential learning and the confidence described by middle school principals 
supports the finding of Zepeda and colleagues (2015) that a PPLC can provide a place of 
“safe landing change,” or a “safe learning ground” for principals to practice and build 
skills to apply in their leadership contexts (p. 317).  
Participants valued practice, models, and protocols, all of which support the 
findings of Honig & Rainey’s central office-facilitated principal PLCs (2014). The 
district model followed the advice of DuFour and colleagues (2006) that it may be more 
beneficial to learn by doing a PLC than to learn about a PLC. DuFour and colleagues 
(2006) describe PLCs as “action-oriented” (p. 14). The district model addressed both 
learning about PLCs and learning PLCs by doing them. This connects to the 
recommendations of Drago-Severson (2011) that “learning designs that invite adult 
learners to experience the processes as they are learning about them” are “often most 
effective” (p.12). The model used by the district tried to apply a cognitive apprenticeship 
through participation in a nested learning communities model. The AC PLC and PPLC 
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structure did give participants the opportunity to practice leadership skills. The middle 
school group that was able to practice skills beyond the AC PLC and the PPLC described 
greater learning, richer discussion and the greatest feeling of impact as a leader of change 
processes in their buildings. The collaborative work of the middle school principals was 
directly tied to the leadership in their buildings and they described great investment in the 
work of the PPLC as part of leading change in their buildings.   
Having greater experiential learning for one PPLC group while the other 
struggled to access similar opportunities resulted in a negative effect on the quality and 
depth of discussion in the AC PLC when the two PPLCs came together. Both groups 
perceived the middle school group as farther ahead and leading, and both groups 
perceived the elementary group as more quiet and less highly engaged in the AC PLC 
discussions. The different collaborative experiences of the two PPLCs suggest joint 
enterprise connected to real contexts matters for collaborative principal learning in 
communities. This connects to the idea that “access” to opportunities to practice are 
critical to learning in a community of practice (Wenger, 1998).  
Collaborative discussion of contextualized leadership practices and actions. 
This study focused on principals’ descriptions of experiences; therefore, the 
interviews comprised the primary data for analysis. Discourse analysis of meetings was 
beyond the scope of the study. However, the literature reviewed on PLC discourse guided 
analysis of meeting transcriptions to confirm principals’ perceptions of greater depth in 
one group over another, also confirmed by the field researcher and facilitator notes. 
The principals at the middle school, who described greater joint enterprise, also 
described greater benefit from supported and collaborative planning as part of the PPLC. 
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As part of the common planning, the middle school PPLC engaged in more debate, 
negotiation, and metacognition, demonstrating traits of a group at a more advanced stage 
(Gates & Watkins, 2010; Horn & Little, 2010). Gates & Watkins (2010) found that 
advanced groups engaged in more inquiry and reflection with a “dependence on one 
another to achieve their goals” (p. 298).  The middle school team’s practice of pausing to 
synthesize learning and revisiting and clarifying their tasks in light of a common purpose 
also connects to what Horn and Little (2010) described as “principled talk,” or talk that 
connects experiences to principles of teaching or interpreting learning, rather than to tips, 
tricks, advice, or remedies (Horn & Little, 2010).  
Horn and Little’s (2010) identification of conversational routines also connects to 
the different levels of discourse in the groups. They identify normalizing moves that 
connect and reassure group members engaged in similar challenges, but suggest discourse 
moves that give specific details and general lessons can take discourse deeper. In the 
middle school PPLC, the pattern of repeating and clarifying the shared goal for practicing 
the work during planning dialogue may fall into a category of specifying or generalizing. 
The middle school PPLC’s routine of being specific and looking at the system and group 
learning connected to Horn & Little’s (2010) idea of drawing general lessons from 
experience. Additionally, it matches the description of “community maintenance,” which 
according to Wenger (1998) can increase engagement and coherence, essentially 
contributing to “building the community and keeping it going” (Wenger, 1998, p. 75). 
This suggests greater alignment to the underlying theoretical concept of communities of 
practice (Wenger, 1998, 2000).  
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Because the middle school principals debriefed about a commonly planned 
leadership experience, their discussion was detailed and specific. Highly descriptive 
language that helps to create a picture of practice for colleagues is described as valuable 
in strengthening the effectiveness of the use of protocols used to guide discussions 
(Levine & Marcus, 2010). Their greater experiential learning contributed to their ability 
to speak in depth and in detail, creating a clear picture of practice for colleagues to 
discuss. This supports the conclusions of Horn and Little (2010) who identify group 
member experiences as a resource for discourse.  
While the district gave the PPLC groups autonomy to decide how to apply 
learning, the middle school team’s use of discourse for negotiation to stay true to their 
common purpose suggested they were each experiencing heteronomy, or limits on their 
individual autonomy related to the constraints of being in the community (Gates & 
Watkins, 2010). This negotiation of meaning and practice is part of a community of 
practice (Wenger, 1998). It was notable that the more collaborative middle school group 
not only had greater joint enterprise for greater coherence, but also focused on common 
planning for instructional leadership that could be enacted to effect change in their 
buildings. They assigned greater value to the common work of the PPLC because it was 
tied to immediate applicability in their buildings.  
Elementary principals had instructional leadership discussions, but they did not 
have to navigate a shared plan and get to levels of “robust debate,” (Owen, 2014, p. 73), 
negotiation or inquiry and reflection as they created something together, traits of more 
advanced PLC groups (Gates & Watkins, 2010; Owen, 2014). Their descriptions of their 
	  	  
178	  
PLC experiences were focused on what they each had to do in their buildings rather than 
what they had to do together or what they had accomplished together. 
The difference in opportunities to experience joint enterprise and leadership 
produced uneven experiential learning and differences in the described and observed 
quality of discussions. Discourse is described as a vehicle for learning in community 
(Kruse & Louis, 1993; Prytula, 2012). It should be noted the facilitation of the group may 
have affected the discourse in the group (Levine & Marcus, 2010; Owen, 2014). It is 
possible group members could have been pushed to higher levels of discourse with a 
central office facilitator with more skill or training in improving talk in collaborative 
groups (Levine & Marcus, 2010; Owen, 2014). Researchers have found that personal 
traits (Brownell, et al., 2006) and facilitator’s level of metacognition (Prytula, 2012) 
matter in teacher PLCs. Honig and Rainey (2014) also found varied skill in central office 
facilitators of principal PLCs. While the facilitator was guided by the literature review, 
this was the first time facilitating principal PLCs.  
Result 3: Principals experience a complex interior journey as part of PLC 
participation. 
Principal participation and leadership in PLCs is not for the faint of heart. 
Principals already navigate the survival pressures of their roles every day. Participation in 
PPLCs included another layer of attention as principals had to navigate an interior 
personal landscape while navigating the external interpersonal one. This supports the 
underlying theoretical framework of communities of practice in that participation in a 
community “is clearly a social process, but it is also a personal experience” (Wenger, 
1998, p. 70). 
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With an action orientation to the work, principals’ participation in a PLC created 
an expectation to lead change in some way by demonstrating learned skills. This 
connection to learning and developing new practices connects to the idea of developing 
competence in a community of practice (Wenger, 2000). Wenger (2000) defines learning 
as an “interplay between social competence and personal experience” (p. 227). Part of the 
process of learning in community involves a “personal transformation” (p. 227). Wenger 
suggests competence requires knowing something well enough to contribute to the group 
(Wenger, 2000). Principals in the study experienced different feelings of competence 
related to the new learning, as evidenced in varied degrees of engagement, contribution 
and leadership when they came together in the AC PLC and the different opportunities to 
practice skills in real contexts. 
Even without a district mandate to demonstrate learning in a particular way, 
principals experienced self-pressure connected to a practice of comparative thinking. 
Principals describe connection and collegial support in a PPLC, but the experience also 
includes comparison, pressure and a balance of risk and trust as principals allowed 
themselves to connect to the group and engage in critical discourse. This supports what 
other researchers have found about the experience of openness, risk and intellectual risk 
in PLCs (Cranston, 2009, 2011; Horn & Little, 2010; Kruse & Louis, 1993; Owen, 2014; 
Prytula, 2012). 
The cohesion of the middle school group and its use of identity language, such as 
“This is what we do,” and it is “part of who we are,” suggests the transformation of 
identity through the learning was part of the middle school experience. The elementary 
principals faced a greater challenge “negotiating their own competence with the 
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competence of others” (Wenger, 2000, p. 238). This was evident in the comparative 
thinking, and sometimes negative self-comparisons as they considered the group’s 
practice and what it meant to belong to the group. Development of identity is tied to 
learning in a community of practice model as participants negotiate “enough continuity to 
sustain an identity” and as they negotiate “their engagement with one another with 
respect to their shared practice and their interlocked identities” (Wenger, 1998, p. 97). 
This connection between identity and learning is also found in transformational learning 
theory (Mezirow, 1997; Servage, 2008) 
Principals maintained awareness of their own learning, efficacy, and interpersonal 
effect as they applied leadership strategies or interacted in groups.  Principal descriptions 
of self-doubt and efficacy connect to research on principal efficacy. In this study of 
district PPLCs, the middle school principals who had greater experiential learning and 
greater joint enterprise described a greater sense of efficacy related to facilitation of work 
with teachers. This supports the research of Leithwood and Jantzi (2008) who found 
district level support of principal efficacy related less to vision-setting, and more to 
redesigning the system to be more collaborative. They found the efficacy of school 
leaders results from the “aligned and supportive nature of their working conditions” (p. 
521). Because researchers have tied leader efficacy to leader actions and to student 
learning, the possible connection of the PLC to development of individual and group 
efficacy is an important topic for district leaders (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008). If the 
context of a PPLC can be viewed as a “safe landing” or “safe learning ground” for 
principals (Zepeda, et al., 2015, p. 317), the PPLC can be part of a more positive working 
environment where principals can develop greater self-efficacy.  
	  	  
181	  
Part of the interior journey included metacognitive thinking as principals 
evaluated their learning and progress toward goals. It is notable that the group that 
experienced the greater experiential learning and greater opportunities to lead, both in 
their buildings and in the AC PLC and PPLC, described having a greater depth of 
discussion and demonstrated metacognition about the learning of the group. This supports 
what prior researchers have found about different stages of group development (DuFour, 
et al., 2006; Owen, 2014) and metacognition (Prytula, 2012). This also connects to the 
findings of Prytula (2012) that the PLC can be hospitable to metacognition and may even 
support its development. The group’s tendency to insert reflective questioning, 
unprompted by the facilitator, may have been a result of what other researchers have 
noted about particular group members’ personal levels of metacognition having a positive 
impact on the group (Prytula, 2012).  
Throughout the process, principals experienced awareness of themselves in 
relation to their conception or their group’s conception of an expected outcome. This 
connected to the research related to principal cohort learning in which collaboration 
allowed principals to “surface and use their mental models” (Umekubo, Chrispeels, & 
Daly, 2015, p. 476). The middle school PPLC developed a shared vision that surfaced 
their mental models of what enacting their learning would look like and what developing 
teacher PLCs would look like. Elementary principals talked about envisioning and what 
they wanted to achieve, but their visions were more individual and future-oriented 
because of obstacles they faced. This practice of envisioning and using future-oriented 
thinking connects to the role imagination plays in learning in a community of practice as 
group members imagine before they act to align (Wenger, 1998). It also connects to the 
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idea of the aspirational vision of a change leader (Fullan, 2011). The differences in 
envisioning and enacting change across the two PPLC groups supports what other 
researchers have suggested about the value of considering individual principal learning in 
a PPLC from a developmental view of adult learning (Drago-Severson & Blum-
DeStefano, 2013).  
Principals also described self-awareness and interpersonal awareness as part of 
the PLCs experience. These types of awareness connect to types of knowledge principals 
use in working in the PPLC group and in their buildings as they work to understand 
strengths, weaknesses, conflict, competing interests and working with others (Lazaridou, 
2009). The value of the PLC is gaining knowledge in these areas can support 
development of principals’ tacit knowledge which can only be gained with experience 
(Lazaridou, 2009). One area of self-awareness described by five out of six principals 
involved the idea of “letting go.” This awareness of the difficulty in letting go of control 
to share leadership supports what researchers have identified as a tension in leadership 
related to the idea of shared leadership and maintaining alignment and accountability 
(Printy & Marks, 2006). Researchers describe the tension as positive because it supports 
continual improvement and innovation while resisting change “for the sake of change” 
(Printy & Marks, 2006, p. 131). 
The idea of letting go is also connected to self-growth and identity in leader 
development (Nicholson & Carroll, 2013). Authors tie the process of “letting go” to 
“identity undoing” as leaders recognize something in themselves they need to change as 
they carve a new path ahead with new skills (p.1237). Leaders can feel like they are 
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“floundering” during changes in “expertise, success and confidence” and while they try 
to make sense of identities relative to changes (Nicholson & Carroll, 2013, p. 1237). 
Part of enacting change is experiencing bursts and lags in momentum as part of 
overcoming system or interpersonal obstacles and staying the course through 
implementation dips (Fullan, 2011). Principals had to dedicate themselves to stay the 
course, to stay committed and persevere in the midst of stress, doubt and feelings of risk 
or fear of failure. The idea that the principal must be “resolute” connects to the change 
process described by Fullan (2011). Maintaining one’s resoluteness is no easy feat when 
also facing isolation, stress, and system obstacles to enacting learning (DeNisco, 2015; 
Lazaridou, 2009). Principals’ personal and interpersonal challenges echo research-based 
arguments suggesting the interpersonal complexity is the reason PLCs so often fail 
(Servage, 2008). 
Middle school principals described changes in their practice that defined them as 
a group.  Elementary principals engaged in negative self-comparisons when they 
compared their practice to the middle school’s practices. Both groups connected the 
different levels of investment and participation to the different levels of access to real 
practice.  Participation and belonging in communities are described as complex emotional 
and social processes (Wenger, 1998). Boundary practices in learning communities bring 
learning into the group but without access to practice, these new practices “fail to create 
connection to anything beyond themselves” (Wenger, 1998, p. 115). Part of developing 
competence includes opportunities “for applying skills,” mutual evaluation,” and for 
“negotiation of joint enterprises” (Wenger, 1998, p. 238). Observation and listening 
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connects to learning in community, but lack of access to practice can leave participants 
feeling marginalized or on the periphery of participation (Wenger, 1998).  
Result 4: Principals described having greater understanding of PLCS through 
participation in PLCs. 
PLCs are complex and some researchers attribute their frequent failure to a lack 
of clarity on the part of principals about what PLCs are as well as a lack of experience 
with PLCs (Cranston, 2009; David, 2009). Participants’ descriptions about prior 
experiences in PLCs support this suggestion that leaders lack clarity about the PLC 
experience. After participating in PLCs this year, principals report greater clarity and 
their descriptions of PLCs connected to clear ideas of PLCs as a process, a structure, as 
student-focused, and as being supported by the role of the principals and by shared 
leadership.  
Principals also described PLCs as connected to enacting a change process in their 
schools. Principals engaged in long term goal-oriented thinking related to enacting 
change in their buildings. Principals’ engagement in change-oriented thinking as part of 
the experience supports the widely held belief that PLCs can be a tool for implementing 
and focusing school improvement processes (DuFour, et al., 2006; Kruse & Louis, 1993; 
Jones & Thessin, 2015).  
Principals’ descriptions of learning match the typology of leader’s knowledge 
developed by Mumford and colleagues (2000) and extended by Lazaridou (2009). The 
types of knowledge include knowledge of task, time, organization and people. As part of 
the PLC experience, principals describe knowledge of the tasks related to working with 
data, using protocols and developing PLCs. They understood it as a process with 
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structures and supports. They all recognized PLCs as connected to the change process 
and the long-term nature of change. This aligns to what Lazaridou (2009) calls 
knowledge of time in the sense of understanding change within a system.  
The groups experienced different levels of experiential learning, but principals 
developed overall understanding of the PLC by being in the PLC. This supports DuFour’s 
assertion that districts who begin doing the work of the PLC are more effective at 
developing system capacity than those that focus on reading or training to do the work 
(DuFour, et al., 2006). He argues it is the habit of “working together” that systems must 
learn (p. 17). The notion of letting experience teach also supports Fullan’s (2011) 
assertion that “practice drives theory” (p. 154). This sequence of action to belief is 
counter to what Zepeda and colleagues’ (2015) found to suggest “changing beliefs leads 
to action and results,” (p. 314). It should be noted they had a much longer study and 
multi-year process that involved acting in PLCs as well as working to uncover beliefs. 
Principals recognize part of the work of implementing PLCs with teachers 
involves developing teacher ownership and shared leadership. Their understanding 
reflects what Wahlstrom & Louis (2008) found suggesting teachers valued shared 
leadership even more highly than principal trust as a critical component for PLCs.  All 
principals recognized the importance of the principals’ role in developing structures and 
supports for teachers to engage in the work. This supports what DuFour and colleagues 
(2006) emphasize about creating the structures and systems to support the work.	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Summary 
The major themes that emerged from the data show an interrelationship of 
elements of the experience. The initiating point of the experience was the participation in 
the PPLC and AC PLC, about which principals described greater connectedness, support 
and common learning, purpose and vision. What they gained from learning and working 
in the PLCs they intended to enact in their leadership contexts as instructional leaders 
working toward school improvement. Their feelings about participation and about their 
efficacy in achieving the goals of the work connected to an interior experience that 
ranged from investment in the work to doubt, empowerment and self/interpersonal 
awareness and metacognition. Finally, the intersecting layers of the experience 
contributed to an overall understanding of PLCs.  
The interaction of these themes throughout the experiences of principals 
participating in two distinct PPLCs and a district AC PLC resulted in two different PPLC 
experience, one PPLC group described being highly engaged in experiential learning and 
reflection, and the other described being more in beginning stages of experiential learning 
and shared work. The varied experiential learning imposed limitations on the depth, 
quality and value of the discussions and interactions in the AC PLC and PPLC. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations 
Summary of the Study 
 
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the experiences of 
principals participating in a Principal Professional Learning Community nested within a 
central office learning community as part of a broader district administrative professional 
development initiative. The theoretical underpinning of the research was that through 
participation in a Professional Learning Community principals would experience a 
cognitive apprenticeship, or the opportunity to practice skills in a nested learning 
community, a term used to describe a learning organization with layers of learning 
communities working to build internal capacity (Fink & Resnick, 2001).  
The social learning system in this study included central office district 
administrators and school principals. The two layers of the system studied in this research 
are a district administrative council (AC PLC) and a job-alike PPLC. The nesting of a 
PPLC within a district administrator PLC was to allow the modeling and support of job-
embedded professional development in PLCs through use of a PLC model to deliver 
topical professional development on effective use of data through a book study. The 
PPLC itself was intended to allow principals to engage with job-alike peers in a “joint 
enterprise” of applying a “shared repertoire” (Wenger, 2000) of skills learned in the book 
study, and to “simulate the processes” of a PLC (Hirsh & Hord, 2008) that the standards 
of practice indicate they should facilitate in their schools (NPBEA, 2015). 
Recent research still defines PPLCs as a new practice (Zepeda, et al., 2015). 
Research focused on PPLCs is in the beginning stages (Honig & Rainey, 2014; Millar, 
2006; Piggot-Irvine, 2004). This research is intended to add to understanding of how 
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principals describe learning in a Principal PLC as part of a nested community model to 
provide job-embedded professional development for principals.  
The facilitation of the PLCs in this study was guided by the literature review of 
cultural traits and beliefs, professional development and leadership related to learning in 
PLCs. During implementation of the district PLCs, the researcher recorded and observed 
meetings and collected artifacts. Three interviews were conducted with each participant, 
one in December, one in early March and one at the end of May or early June. The 
eighteen interviews became the primary text for phenomenological analysis. Interviews 
were analyzed to find emerging themes, which were triangulated with the meeting 
transcriptions and field researcher’s journal for confirmation. Emergent themes and initial 
findings were shared with participants for member checking to increase validity of the 
researcher’s interpretations.   
Summary of the Themes 
 The results that arose from this study focused on four intersecting themes that 
emerged from descriptions of the experience: 1) Being in Community, 2) Applied 
Learning Contexts, 3) Interior Context, and 4) Knowledge of PLCs.  
Being in Community. Being in community relates to principal description of the 
experience of being in the PLCs this year. This comprised experiences of connection, 
collegial support and learning, shared vision, and dedicated time to focus on instructional 
leadership.  
Applied Learning Contexts. The theme of Applied Learning relates to the 
experiences principals of PLCs as job-embedded learning. The exposure to new learning 
occurred in the book study where they also had the opportunity to practice skills. The job-
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alike PPLCs focused on supporting principals with extended practice and application of 
learning both in the PPLC and beyond as leaders in their buildings. This connected to an 
action orientation, contextual filter, instructional leadership, supports for application, 
obstacles to application, long term/goal-oriented thinking, and connection to a change 
process.  
Interior Journey. The Interior Journey refers to the personal elements of 
participation. Each participant had a unique experience, but there were certain common 
elements that comprised an interior journey taking place while principals navigated an 
external landscape in the PLCs. The interior journey included investment, trust/risk, self-
awareness, interpersonal awareness, self-doubt vs. self-efficacy, letting go, and 
comparative thinking.  
Understanding of PLCs. Each participant described a greater understanding of 
PLCs through the experience of being in a PLC. For some, greater experiential learning 
heightened this understanding. PLC understanding included clarity, student-focus, 
structure, shared leadership and the role of the principal.  
Summary of the Results 
The primary results of the study are that 1) Participants described participation in 
PPLCs as valuable in providing connection, collegial support, collaboration, shared 
vision and dedicated time to focus on instructional leadership; 2) Principals experience 
new learning or collaborative work in PPLCs in relation to its direct relevance as 
something they can apply to lead change in their building contexts; 3) Principals 
experience a complex interior journey as part of PLC participation; and 4) Principals 
described having greater understanding of PLCS through participation in PLCs. 
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This chapter integrates the results from the study with the review of PLC 
literature to answer the research questions that guided this interpretive research: 
 
1. How do principals describe their experience in a district-wide administrative PLC, 
called the Admin Council (AC PLC)?   
2. How do principals describe their experience in a Principal Professional Learning 
Community (PPPLC), led by an administrator? What have principals experienced 
in these PLCs that is beneficial to them? 
Conclusions  
1. How do principals describe their experience in a district-wide administrative 
PLC, called the Admin Council (AC PLC)?   
Conclusions that can be drawn from the findings include that principals experienced 
participation in the AC PLC as positive for its effect on creation of a common district 
vision and focus. Participants also describe beneficial use of the AC PLC as a vehicle for 
providing common professional development for the district administrative team. Some 
referred to this as getting everyone “on the same page.” This aligns with previous 
research that suggests principals value central office support of “collaboration in setting 
the direction for leadership for learning” (Mombourquette & Bedard, 2014, p.65). The 
data-focused topic of the book study in the AC PLC also aligned with research that 
principals derived benefit from developing common skills related to effectively using 
data to support student learning (Mombourquette & Bedard, 2014).  
The use of modeling, exemplars and protocols was a defining feature in participant 
descriptions of the AC PLC where the first opportunity for collaborative practice took 
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place. The participant descriptions match the findings of Honig & Rainey (2014) that 
suggest central office facilitators of PPLCs provide models and opportunities for 
principal participants to “develop and use tools” (p. 8). The opportunity to practice also 
connects to the idea of developing competence as a member of a social learning system 
or a community of practice (Wenger, 2000). The description of principals that the overall 
learning took place in the AC PLC aligns with Honig and Rainey’s recommendation that 
the facilitator act as “broker” to bring learning to the group. (2014, p. 8).  
It can also be concluded that although it was positive as a form of topical professional 
development, participants described less investment in the AC PLC compared to the 
PPLC because they perceived less direct connection to leading in their buildings 
compared to the job-alike PPLC. For the secondary group, they felt less depth of 
discussion in the AC PLC because their applied learning took a different path than the 
elementary PLC. The facilitator focused on Honig & Rainey’s recommendation to “focus 
on joint work” (2014, p. 7), but all participants described difficulty achieving a depth of 
discussion because of differences in joint enterprise and experiential learning between the 
two groups.  
System obstacles limited the experiential learning of the elementary principals and 
both PPLC groups described this as affecting the depth of discussion related to practice. 
This matches the underlying theoretical framework of a Community of Practice in which 
the depth of participation and learning is greater when group members experience 
practice in real contexts (Honig & Rainey, 2014; Wenger, 1998). According to Wenger 
(1998), competence and experience go hand in hand; learning “depends on opportunities 
to contribute actively to the practices of communities” and to “make creative use of their 
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respective repertoires” (p. 227). It can be concluded that joint enterprise, and similar 
opportunities for experiential learning, or access to practice (Wenger, 1998) contribute to 
more successful collaboration in a PPLC.  
The middle school PPLC participants, who had greater opportunity for experiential 
learning in their building contexts showed traits of more advanced groups and 
participated in a leadership role in the AC PLC. They also described greater 
metacognition about their own learning, group learning, and the interaction of the two 
PPLC groups coming together in the AC PLC.  
Additionally, participants describe less trust and comfort with risk in the larger AC 
PLC made up of principals from different levels as well as central office staff. In a small 
district with a small administrative team who had worked together for a long time, 
assumptions were made about a higher degree of trust than existed. This supports PLC 
researchers who found the development of community is complex (Brouwer, et al., 2012; 
Lujan & Day, 2010). With limited time and a focus on the book study developing joint 
enterprise and implementation, the facilitator may not have spent adequate time at the 
beginning on the norm-setting and trust-building. It is also possible that the descriptions 
of less trust in the larger group are a typical part of beginning community-building and 
coherence as other research suggests (Gates & Watson, 2010; Owen, 2014) 
The middle school PPLC that chose to develop teacher level PLC teams and had the 
greatest experiential learning also described the interactions of the three layers of the 
nested learning community from the AC PLC to the PPLC to the teacher level PLC. Their 
descriptions suggest an awareness of how the interrelated parts worked together to create 
a learning system. Their descriptions of the nested learning communities suggested a 
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balcony view of the whole system of nested learning communities. Their descriptions 
match the idea of nested learning communities being able to provide a cognitive 
apprenticeship for principals (Fink & Resnick, 2001).   
The elementary PPLC group with less opportunity to apply learning in real contexts 
did not describe this awareness in the same detail. It cannot be concluded that it was the 
development of teacher PLCs that was critical to learning or developing a system view. 
Had the elementary group not faced obstacles, they could have applied the data work 
with teachers in ways other than a PLC. What can be concluded, however, is the 
opportunity to apply learning in real contexts was critical to infusing meaning into the 
work and discussions in the AC PLC.  
2. How do principals describe their experience in a Principal Professional Learning 
Community (PPPLC), led by an administrator? What have principals experienced 
in these PLCs that is beneficial to them? 
Principals described certain common experiences participating in a PPLC led by an 
administrator. There were differences that were unique to each group. This section will 
address the commonalities of the experience and then the distinct experiences of each of 
the two PPLCs. 
Participants describe greater benefit from working in a job-alike PPLC than in the 
AC PLC. They describe greater trust, connection and understanding with their job-alike 
peers. This matches research on using teams to support adult learning and principal 
learning (Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano, 2013). It also aligns with research that 
principals value the opportunity to work with job-alike colleagues (Davis, Leon, & Fultz, 
2013) and the importance of trust in PLCs (Cranston, 2011). Principals describe the value 
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in having the dedicated time to focus on instructional leadership in PLCs, but some also 
describe the challenge to focus and apply learning in the midst of the everyday demands 
of building leadership.  
Participants described a benefit of coming together as an opportunity to focus on 
instructional leadership as something separate and distinct from other managerial 
leadership practices. In working in common throughout the year to define and enact 
instructional leadership as it related to the book study and their own contexts, participant 
descriptions connected to the underlying theoretical framework of communities of 
practice in that all members identified instructional leadership as the work in which they 
were engaged. Across PLC groups, instructional leadership was their “mutual 
engagement,” a defining trait of a community of practice (Wenger, 1998).  
All participants recognize being new to the learning, and each group navigated 
meaning and enterprise differently. Each participant brought back to the community 
varied individual experiences in implementing work with teachers. This aligns with the 
conclusion of Jones & Thessin (2015) who sought to identify how principals engaged 
faculties in school improvement through PLCs. They concluded that “there is no clear 
delineation of the phases and each PLC in a learning organization operates at various 
phases of the change process” (Jones & Thessin, 2015, p.206). Principals were engaged 
in multiple principal level PLCs, the AC PLC and PPLC. All were also engaged in 
turnaround work with teachers; however, principals describe building cultures as having 
different levels of readiness to engage in a change process through development of PLCs. 
All recognized the need to develop shared leadership with teachers as part of applying 
their learning and supporting turnaround work with teachers. 
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Principals describe different degrees of joint enterprise in the PPLCs. The tacit 
knowledge that allows principals to selectively adapt strategies for use in their leadership 
contexts is connected to their opportunities to engage in experiential learning. (Lazaridou, 
2009; Mumford, et al., 2000). Participant descriptions, field researcher observations and 
meeting transcriptions suggest different degrees of coherence and experiential learning 
between the two learning community groups. 
Middle School PPLC. The middle school group started the work in the summer 
prior to the school year so they could align schedules with teacher professional 
development. They had a team structure and dedicated time in place and launched the 
work to develop teacher level PLCs.  The Middle School PPLC decided to apply learning 
through development of a teacher leadership team, turnaround teaching of the book study 
content, development of teacher-level PLCs and implementation of the data inquiry steps 
learned in the book study.  
The secondary PPLC that decided on a common implementation plan described 
the greatest degree of joint enterprise, greater depth of discussion and greater 
metacognition about their own learning and the learning and progress of the group and 
had a strong feeling of impact in their buildings. In the MS PPLC, patterns of repeating 
and clarifying the shared goal during planning dialogue may fall into the description of 
“community maintenance,” which according to Wenger (1998) can increase engagement 
and coherence, essentially contributing to “building the community and keeping it going” 
(Wenger, 1998, p. 75). It also connects to the idea of group stages of development (Gates 
& Watkins, 2010; Owen, 2014). 
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The secondary group met with greater frequency, weekly at the start of the 
initiative and weekly to biweekly later in the year. This greater continuity, along with the 
practice of reframing their learning, connects to the underlying theoretical framework of 
communities of practice “in which taking charge of learning becomes the enterprise of a 
community” as a long-term commitment (Wenger, 1998, p. 272).  Secondary principal 
participants used more language of identity for the group along the lines of “this is who 
we are,” and “this is what we do,” which also aligns with the underlying theoretical 
framework in which learning and identity are connected (Wenger, 1998). Each building’s 
cultural readiness and system supports were critical in defining the collaboration that took 
place within the PLCs and how closely the principals’ visions and practice aligned within 
their PPLC groups. The middle school group described a greater sense of efficacy related 
to implementing the work with teachers. Researchers have connected leader efficacy to 
leader actions and student learning (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008).  
Elementary PPLC. The Elementary PPLC faced a greater obstacle in not having 
team structures or adequate time dedicated for professional development. They decided 
on application of book study learning through implementation of data inquiry steps with 
target groups. Without structures in place, they focused on overcoming system obstacles, 
planning to create supportive structures, envisioning, and developing cultural readiness in 
their contexts. They used strategic opportunities to apply leadership with teachers. 
The elementary PPLC faced obstacles that limited joint enterprise focused on their 
building contexts. The researcher noted they experienced joint enterprise inconsistently at 
specific times during the year when professional development calendars aligned. In the 
PPLC they described practicing skills related to working with data, protocols and 
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discussions to overcome system obstacles and sharing limited experiential learning. The 
practices in the PPLC align with elements of adult learning (Drago-Severson & Blum-
DeStefano, 2013; Zepeda, Parylo & Bengston, 2014). However, as one elementary 
participant indicated, “the missing piece was applying it back in the buildings.”  
Elementary principals’ descriptions suggest their building cultures are at the pre-
initiation or developing stage (DuFour et al., 2006). Elementary principals also had 
greater system obstacles to overcome. Their planning dialogue and collegial support 
focused on how they could overcome obstacles to work with teachers.  
Principals described obstacles to applying learning in building contexts. This 
supports what authors have found regarding the need to have supportive structures in 
place for effective implementation of PLCs (DuFour, et al., 2006). Principals agreed on 
the need for opportunities to apply learning in real contexts. This matches research that 
principal learning should be action-oriented and relevant to their contexts (Davis, Leon, 
& Fultz, 2013; Zepeda, Parylo & Bengston, 2014). It also matches the underlying 
theoretical framework of communities of practice in which access to real experiences is 
part of learning (Wenger, 1998). Their interior journey revealed more frustration and 
doubt regarding efficacy and impact as a result of the lack of access to opportunities to 
practice and apply learning in building contexts. 
What have principals experienced in these PLCs that is beneficial to them?  
Principals describe Central Office support of principal PLCs facilitates principal 
learning by providing dedicated time, focus on instructional leadership, modeling, and 
supported practice and planning of instructional leadership. Principals describe learning 
is supported by structures that include time to meet with teachers, access to data, pre-
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planned leadership opportunities, and collaborative planning for a common purpose. In a 
nested learning community, the diverse PLC layers can provide supported practice, 
common vision, purpose, and collegial support across the system. Additionally, the job-
alike PPLC supports greater joint enterprise/collaboration related to individuals’ 
leadership contexts. Principals valued being able to participate in collaborative problem-
solving and shared learning alongside teachers.  
The layered PLCs provided a vehicle for delivery of topical PD for principals with  
follow-up support for planning implementation in the PPLC. All participants described 
value of learning related to the book study/effective use of data. They also described the 
PPLC as supporting experiential learning by helping principals to envision how to 
develop and/or lead PLCs or effective use of data to improve instruction when working 
with teachers. Some principals described value in being given autonomy in making 
decisions about how to implement strategies at the building level to best meet needs of 
building cultures. All principals described value in tailoring applications to the needs of 
their buildings. Principals described that opportunities to apply learning in job contexts 
may have contributed to ability to take on greater leadership in PPLCs.  Principals valued 
that PLCs bridged the isolation they experience as part of their role.  
 
Implications 
In a nested learning community, the diverse PLC layers can provide supported 
practice, common vision, purpose, and collegial support across the system. The use of a 
district level PLC can provide a vehicle for delivery of topical PD for principals and 
central office leaders to provide common professional development. The use of protocols, 
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activities and simulations provide supported practice and help leaders envision the work 
of a PLC in their contexts. The PLC may help districts create more supportive and 
collaborative systems, which have been found to increase leader efficacy (Leithwood & 
Jantzi, 2008). 
 The use of a job-alike PPLC as a follow-up to a district level PLC can extend 
learning, support greater joint enterprise and collaboration related to individuals’ 
leadership contexts. The PPLC can provide experiential learning to help principals to 
envision how to develop and/or lead PLCs with teachers. The PPLC can provide practice 
and preparation for instructional leadership. 
The PPLC may provide connection and support, but joint enterprise matters for 
collaborative planning to apply learning in real contexts. It is difficult to achieve 
complete joint enterprise on instructional leadership work when leadership contexts are 
different. Some principals described the importance of autonomy in making decisions 
about how to implement strategies at the building level to best meet needs of building 
cultures. Central office collaboration with principals to agree on areas of defined 
autonomy may help support greater joint enterprise. Even in the absence of a directive or 
specific accountability principals may experience accountability to the group goals and 
common purpose as part of self-pressure resulting from comparisons with others or from 
strong group coherence and heteronomy.   
There may be a connection between the amount of experiential learning and the 
ability to demonstrate a higher degree of metacognition about the group learning and 
system learning structures. It is critical to identify and try to overcome structural 
obstacles that impede opportunities to apply learning in real contexts. Uneven 
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opportunities for experiential learning outside the PPLC can impact the depth of 
discussion or engagement about leadership topics in a PPLC. Uneven opportunities to 
successfully apply learned strategies may result in uneven opportunities and/or comfort 
with stepping into leadership in a PPLC.   
The development of PPLCs and PLCs is a long-term commitment to cultural and 
structural change. Because principals make the connection between PLCs and enacting a 
change process, facilitators and principals must develop awareness of time, perseverance 
and commitment to long-term thinking. Participation in PPLCs involves a complex 
personal and professional journey involving risk, doubt, and self-criticism as well as ups 
and downs in personal momentum. Principals may need to engage in an internal process 
of letting go of control to support shared leadership. Having an outside person, such as 
central office staff, support the learning and the collaborative planning can support the 
commitment and sustainability over time. PPLCs may not be differentiated enough for 
job-alike principals working across different leadership contexts. 
 
Recommendations 
Central office leaders interested in implementing PPLCs focused on supporting 
development of principals as instructional leaders need to ensure system supports are 
structured for access to job-embedded leadership opportunities. Central office leaders 
should evaluate the system structures to identify obstacles and alignment challenges that 
would prevent principals from being able to conduct turnaround work with teachers. In 
addition to developing a schedule for the PPLC meetings, consideration should be given 
to aligning schedules of implementation or application. For example, ensuring a common 
	  	  
201	  
schedule for professional development for leadership opportunities with teachers may 
improve experiential learning, collegial support and group discussion of common 
leadership experiences. Common schedules for professional development may also help 
achieve the greatest degree of joint enterprise as principals plan to conduct turnaround 
work with teachers.  
Another important consideration for central office leaders is identification of 
necessary system supports and plans to remove obstacles in advance of PLC 
implementation. These obstacles include lack of team structures among teachers, 
inadequate time and access to meet with teachers, inadequate data management systems 
that hinder easy access to data, lack of cultural readiness or training for teachers or 
teacher leaders. Addressing obstacles in advance will help create the greatest opportunity 
for principals to experience job-embedded learning in leadership contexts as well as 
higher levels of engagement in PPLC discussion of shared leadership work.  
Consideration should be given to building trust and relationships, especially in a 
district level PLC bringing together principals who do not typically work together. Even 
in a small district such as the one in the study, with high familiarity with members on the 
team, principals reported less trust with team members with whom they did not usually 
work. 
As a district, central office facilitators and principals should identify areas of 
defined autonomy to maximize team opportunities for joint enterprise while still 
supporting principals in tailoring the work to the needs of their building. PPLC teams 
may need to further discuss and clarify expectations about autonomy to the group to 
address principals’ primary orientation toward needs observed within their leadership 
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context. It may not be advisable to mandate one course of action for all. Instead of 
mandating specific accountability measures, central office facilitators may get a better 
result from supporting group coherence through supported planning and supporting high 
degrees of joint enterprise. Groups with strong coherence may develop self-
accountability. However, requiring groups to identify what they will all do in common 
may improve coherence and interactions. Groups navigating and debating the best way to 
chart a common path may be stronger for the debate.  
 Consider tailoring central office support to principals to include a coaching strand 
for more individualized support. This may be useful for a job-alike PPLC of elementary 
principals facing difficulty with joint enterprise because of differences in contexts. It also 
takes into account a more developmental approach to adult learning that supports 
individual differences.  
Although not described by participants, it was noted that it may be beneficial to 
build team relationships and promote sharing of the interior journey so the PPLC can 
support the renewal of leader momentum and the reframing of successes for leaders 
encountering obstacles that become defeating.  
Recommendations for Future Research 
The underlying structure of the PLCs in this study included a great deal of 
autonomy for principals in determining how they would apply learning. While a few 
principals mention the idea of autonomy, there are no conclusions that can be drawn 
about the degree of autonomy necessary to support PPLCs. There appears to be a 
complex relationship between autonomy, investment, meeting the needs of individual 
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leadership contexts and achieving joint enterprise. This may be an area for future 
research.  
Central office leaders face the challenge and the imperative to build the capacity 
of principals and districts. There are new standards related to supervision of principals 
and newly emerging research on PPLCs. This study followed the first year of an initiative 
to develop principal professional learning communities within a nested learning 
communities model facilitated by central office. The use of one district layer of common 
professional development through a PLC book study and a subsequent PPLC layer 
focused on supporting implementation of learning demonstrated one pathway to support 
principal learning. However, the study represents a first year in what should be a long-
term initiative. It represents an attempt to support a “cognitive apprenticeship” experience 
for principals (Fink & Resnick, 2001).  
Since discourse and the quality of talk is critical to reflective dialogue and 
learning in a PLC, the types of discourse principals engage in as a PPLC would be an 
important area for future research. This study did not attempt a discourse analysis, but 
elements of what previous researchers have found emerged in observations of discourse. 
Horn and Little (2010) studied discourse moves that support or inhibit learning in teacher 
PLCs. Further study would help develop understanding of what applies in PPLCs and 
how facilitators can support discourse moves that support group learning in a PPLC. 
As a first-year effort in PPLC development, this study only provides a glimpse of 
the start of a change process and does not look closely at subsequent years, or the teacher 
or student layers. In the words of one of the principals, “This is messy, this is long, this a 
lot of work. There’s a lot of moving parts.” “It’s not gonna just happen overnight.” The 
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greater the understanding of the system needs and supports and the individual 
experiences of principals, the better district leaders can support principals to learn in 
PPLCs and lead PLCs in schools. A recommendation for future research is a longer-term 
study of development of principal PPLCs or a nested learning communities model within 
a district.  
Finally, the small number of participants provides exploratory information for an 
emerging area of research. As more PPLCs facilitated by central office facilitators 
emerge, increasing the number of participants would help investigate more fully some of 
the characteristics of the PPLC experience that emerged in this study.	  
Summary 
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the experiences of 
principals participating in a Principal Professional Learning Community nested within a 
central office learning community as part of a broader district administrative professional 
development initiative. The intention of the research was to contribute to knowledge 
about the experiences of principals in PLCs as a form of job-embedded professional 
development.  
The results of this study suggest principals value and benefit from participation in 
PLCs. The evidence shows the benefit of PLCs in reducing isolation and collegial support 
for principals and in strengthening skills and focus as instructional leaders. Results also 
suggest participation is a personal experience of self and interpersonal awareness, 
learning and growth. Finally, evidence suggests the experience of being in a PLC 
contributes to principals’ clarity and understanding about PLCs.  
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While the number of participants and the qualitative methodology are not 
designed to suggest generalizability of practices, interested district leaders may benefit 
from a deeper understanding of principals’ experiences. District leaders may benefit from 
considering the results, conclusions and recommendations for practices to support 
principals. Finally, PPLCs represent an emerging field of research. This study may also 
be valuable for the suggestions for other avenues for future research.  
Principals play a critical role in PLCs and districts would benefit from 
strengthening the ability of principals to develop, implement and support PLCs. Because 
of the potential impact on student learning, district leaders would benefit from building 
understanding of how to support principal capacity to understand and lead PLCs. One of 
the most critical insights from the literature review connects to the challenge of 
connecting district level leadership to student learning: “Linking district leadership to 
student learning is like trying to grasp a cloud: you can see it before you, but in trying to 
grasp it you may settle finally for describing the conditions in which it emerges” 
(Wahlstrom, et al., 2010, p. 31). This research is a study of one district’s attempt to ‘grasp 
that cloud’ by connecting central office support of principals to student-centered change 
in schools through principal PLCs. It is hoped this study contributes to the understanding 
of similarly minded district leaders and to future researchers trying to help district leaders 
grasp the elusive as they chart courses to build system and principal capacity to support 
students.  
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Appendix A 
 
(Questions adapted from General Interview Guide in Moustakas, 1994, p. 116) 
 
Interview 1:  
1. Can you describe what a professional learning community means to you?   
 
2. What past experiences have you had being in a professional learning community? 
a. If you have been in a PLC, what thoughts stood out for you about that 
experience? 
 
3. Have you ever been in a professional learning community of principals? 
a. If so, what thoughts stood out for you about that experience? 
b. How did the experience affect you? 
 
4. How do you feel about being in a professional learning community this year? 
 
5. What are your personal learning goals during your participation in this 
community? 
 
Interview 2:  
1. Can you describe your experiences in the current model of professional learning 
communities? 
 
2. What stands out to you in the large district professional learning community?  
 
3. What stands out to you in the smaller job-alike PLC? 
 
4. Can you describe examples of your most important learning in the PLCs? 
 
Interview 3:  
1. What stands out to you about the experience of being in a professional learning 
community? 
 
2. What stands out to you about being in the two different groups at the same time? 
a. What was it like to be in the district-wide AC PLC community? 
b. What was it like to be in the job-alike PPLC community? 
 
3. How did the experience affect you? What changes do you associate with the 
experience? 
 
4. Can you describe your most significant learning during your participation in these 
Professional Communities? 
 
5. Have you shared all that is significant with reference to the experience?	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Appendix B 
Invitation Letter 
 
Dear Prospective Participant:   
 
I am a doctoral student at Drexel University, and I invite you to participate in a research 
study about the experience of principals participating in Professional Learning 
Communities entitled “Perceptions of School Principals on Participation in Professional 
Learning Communities as Job-Embedded Learning.” This study is being conducted as 
part of the dissertation requirement for my Doctoral Degree under the supervision of Dr. 
Mary Jean Tecce DeCarlo, Principal Investigator and dissertation Supervising Professor 
at Drexel University. 
 
If you choose to participate, I request to conduct three interviews with you over the 
course of the year. The first two interviews will be approximately thirty to forty-five 
minutes, and the final one will be approximately sixty to ninety minutes. In addition to 
these recorded interviews, I will ask you to allow audio-recordings of PLC meetings to 
assist in data collection of meeting observations. All data collected will be separated from 
any personal identifiers. 
 
You will be provided a text copy of interviews to review for clarification and/or 
confirmation that any personal identifiers are effectively removed. A process of member-
checking will also be used to allow you to confirm or clarify interpretations that emerge 
from the data.  
 
Participation in this study is completely voluntary. All participants will remain 
anonymous, and will be given a pseudonym. The site and schools and location will not be 
named. You are free to decide not to participate or to withdraw at any time without 
consequences. There are no known risks and/or discomforts associated with this study. If 
you have questions, I would be happy to talk in more detail. I can be reached at 610-892-
3470.x.1201 or 267-230-7283 or jag478@drexel.edu  You may also contact the Principal 
Investigator, Dr. Mary Jean Tecce-DeCarlo at mt623@drexel.edu 
 
Thank you for your time. I look forward to your response. 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
Participant’s Agreement: 
I am aware that my participation in this study is voluntary.  If, for any reason, at any time, 
I wish to stop the participation, I may do so without having to give an explanation.  I 
understand the intent and purpose of this research. I am aware the data will be used for a 
doctoral dissertation.  I have the right to review, comment on, and/or withdraw 
information prior to the submission and reporting of the study.  The data gathered in this 
study are confidential and anonymous with respect to my personal identity. 
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____ I consent to participate in the study. 
____I consent to audiotaping of the interview and meetings.  
____I will be given a copy of the: ___ transcribed interview and ___draft of the findings 
and conclusions.  
 
Additional conditions for my participation in this research are noted here: 
 
_____________________ ___________________ 
Participant’s signature Date 
 
_____________________ ___________________ 
Interviewer’s signature Date 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	  	  
	  
